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Introduction

This dissertation examines the city as represented in both the fiction and critical writings
of Turkish author Orhan Pamuk. It explores the ways in which Pamuk visualises and deploys the
city space in order to address issues of identity and national narrative. I argue that Pamuk
visualises the city as a discursive space which becomes instrumental in subverting official
narratives of the Turkish state. Throughout the dissertation, I use the term ‘nation state’, as it
implies the imposition of common characteristics onto a large collectivity of citizens, in this case
the homogenised Turkish identity. Differently put, with respect to Pamuk’s re-writing and revisualisation of the city, I will examine the way in which its space, both public and private,
questions and eventually dismantles the identity imposed on its citizens by the Turkish nation
state. This identity is imposed by means of an epistemic and ontological violence perpetrated by
the nation state. This means that the concept of the nation state not only diminishes the
significance of local methods and approaches to knowledge and ultimately self-knowledge, but
the identity attached with ‘nationality’ also denies the self-defining vocation of the citizen.
In this dissertation the Turkish cultural context is closely examined through the lens
provided by the oppositional voice of Pamuk’s writing1 in order to understand the more
subjective experiences of the city as a space which is separate from the nation state. It also looks
at the role that city imaginaries play in shaping and influencing social relations between the
subject and society. The focus of this analysis will be on those aspects of Pamuk’s writings and
narrative fiction that reinvent the city as a space where identity is problematized and where
boundaries between the sacred and profane, the religious and secular, the traditional and modern,
and, most fundamentally, where the boundaries between the private and the public collapse.
Pamuk himself is a subject who denies and negates the ad hoc

1

Sander L. Gilman, “Foreword” to Global Perspectives on Orhan Pamuk: Existentialism and Politics, Edited by
Mehnaz M. Afridi and David M. Buyze, (Palgrave Macmillan: New York, 2012), p. xvii
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acceptance of arbitrary boundaries between perceived geopolitical nations, continents, and the
politically loaded identities associated with them, for instance the association of ‘Eastern’ and
‘Western’ as identity markers for Asia and Europe respectively.2 This thesis shows how, by
subverting the existing social categorisations implemented by the nation state as a means of
modernising reforms, Pamuk’s writings confront the nation state’s tendency to pigeon hole
and compartmentalise the social life of its citizens into politicised categories and, thus, skew
their sense of self-identity.
An instance of Pamuk’s reluctance to accept boundaries between politicised categories
presents itself in the chapter “A Guide to Being Mediterranean” in his collection of essays,
Other Colours. He writes:
The idea of the Mediterranean as a single entity is artificial, and the single
Mediterranean character that derives from it is, likewise, a thing that had to be
invented and elaborated before it was discovered. But this dream of the Mediterranean
- this mostly literary fantasy - has come exclusively from the North. It was from the
writers of Northern Europe that the peoples of the Mediterranean discovered they were
Mediterranean.3
If a writer wants to see himself as Mediterranean, he gives up certain other identities.
For example, a French writer who wants to be Mediterranean must give up a part of
his Frenchness. By the same logic, a Greek writer wishing to be Mediterranean must
give up part of his Balkan and European identities.4

In the above quotation, the constructed nature of identity, in this case the Mediterranean
identity, is highlighted by Pamuk. He further complicates the issue by asking to what extent or
to what degree one can lay claim to a certain nationalist identity. An essential and ‘pure’
national identity can never really be attained because there is always an overlap with other
identities that co-exist with it, albeit insidiously. For example, can a person be Greek and

2

Mehnaz M. Afridi and David M. Buyze, “Introduction”, Global Perspectives on Orhan Pamuk: Existentialism
and Politics, (Palgrave Macmillan: New York, 2012), p. 4
3
Orhan Pamuk, Others Colours: Writings on Life, Art, Books and Cities, (Faber and Faber: New York, 2008), p.
195
4
Ibid., p. 196
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Balkan at the same time? And what does it really mean to be Greek? Does it imply that one is
European, Balkan or Mediterranean? By referring to such instances, he points to the
constructed nature of the Turkish identity itself and implies that the same questions exist in
relation to the concept of ‘Turkishness.’
This reminds me of the famous sentence with which Tolstoy began Anna Karenina, to
the effect that all happy families are alike but that all unhappy families are unhappy in
their own way. The same applies to nationalism and obsessions with identity; happy
nationalists expressing their love for flags or celebrating victories in soccer matches
and international competitions are the same all over the world. It is when national
difference is not a cause for celebration that a terrible variety emerges. It is the same
with our passports, which sometimes bring us joy and sometimes sadness: As for the
miserable ways they cause us to question our identity, no two are alike.5

It is worth exploring the notion of the ‘terrible variety’ that emerges when national difference
is no longer a cause for celebration, which it seldom is. The existence of a nationality is
contingent on the fact of existence of other nationalities, yet Pamuk seems to underscore the
fluid nature of national demarcations. In the Turkish national context, there is a ‘sadness’ to
which he points time and again and which he ties to individuality and subjectivity. The reason
behind this is that the nationalist discourse of the Turkish nation state, like all modern nation
states, endeavours to unify its collectivity under a single identity and even culture which it
politicises in order to differentiate the Turkish collective from other nationalities. But
subjectivities in the nation state cannot simply be contained under the banner of nationhood,
and they constantly fall back into their more heterodox identities which question the unifying
discourse of the Turkish republic in ‘miserable’ ways. The above passage can be interpreted
to mean that happiness unifies, whereas the sadness of difference from others disintegrates
nationalism into a variety of subjective identities. So it appears that the only way to explore
this unique sadness of nationalisms is by addressing the individual subject, which Pamuk does
in his works of fiction by confronting the subjective experience of individual lives with state-

5

Ibid., p. 202
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sponsored homogenised identities and politicised categories such as religion, modernisation,
etc. Such identities and categories construct and represent binaries such as modernity/tradition
and secularity/religion. In all such binary oppositions, the subject, and by extension his/her
identity, is always looked upon in relation to the public and the private space, the
homogenised community and heterodox individuality, and also his/her place in the secular
state and politicized religion.
This dissertation examines the literary representations of the city in Pamuk’s work by
demonstrating how the space of the city, where political binaries and identity formations
manifest, becomes a means of critical engagement with nationalist discourses. This
instrumental function of the city mediates the subjectivity of Pamuk’s narrators in his novels
in the face of the nation state’s intervention in their identity. In this sense the city takes on the
capacity of a template which enriches the narrative with various spatial and visual motifs.
These add a dimension to the narrator’s perspective and decentralise the view from
hegemonic state discourses, such as that of civilisation and progress towards a utopian future,
drawing attention to more sensory, subjective and ‘private’ experiences of the city.
The subjective city experiences in the narrative are depicted as being personally
engaged and as being more of a street view, a vantage point from below, rather than an
omniscient bird’s eye view from above. An example of this can be found again in Pamuk’s
collection of essays Other Colours, where an intimate and more nuanced experience of life in
the city is conveyed to the reader: “If the sight of the city from the deck of the ferry reminded
us how much we were like others, the sight of the city from one of those millions of identical
windows told us the exact opposite; it awakened in us the desire to be different, to be
unique.”6 This quotation from a chapter on Bosphorus Ferries indicates there is a

6

Ibid., p. 76
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manoeuvring to draw attention to the subject’s personal experiences and, as the following
chapters of this dissertation will demonstrate, to creating embodied spaces in the city that are
meaningful to individuality and identity formation. For Pamuk the ideal of individuality
afforded by the modern condition of urban living in a sense is a liberating experience because
it disengages the subject from the homogenous collectivity of the citizenry -- herded together
under the banner of ‘Turkishness’ – and, simultaneously, individuality enables the subject to
look at his/her own position vis-à-vis the nation state self-reflexively. Paradoxically,
therefore, individuality allows him an outlook which is embedded in subjectivity and actually
permits him to distance himself from the ‘imagined’ Turkish nation and disconnect with the
Kemalist modernisation project. In short, he deploys the modern subject within the city space
to provide a critique of the modern ‘nationalist’ condition itself.
The Turkish nation can be said to be ‘imagined’ in the sense that it had been founded
on a nationalism that developed and gained popularity in the late 19 th and early 20th century.
At the same time it had real effects on societal features. The term ‘imagined’ for communities
based on nationalism and a ‘constructed’ past was introduced by Benedict Anderson in
Imagined Communities where he defined the concept of ‘nation’ as “an imagined political
community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.” 7 A nation is sovereign
in its statehood and its power of self-governance, but, at the same time, it has territorial and
even linguistic limitations, having a ‘national’ language perpetuated by state machinery. For
instance, instrumental in the currency of nationalism in Europe and its colonies during the 19 th
century was print capitalism, which also brought about the ‘age of mechanical reproduction’.8
Anderson has stressed the simultaneity of the emergence of nationalism and mechanical
reproduction as seen in print capitalism, which is in line with, and also helpful in, the

7

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. (Verso:
London, 2006), p. 6
8
Ibid., p. 37
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establishment of a monolingual nation state because it is instrumental in the dissemination of
the state-sponsored language or, as it is commonly referred to nowadays, the ‘standard’
language. This standardisation of a single vernacular, in what had previously been
multilingual societies existing before the nation state, is linked directly to what Anderson calls
the “vernacularising thrust of capitalism”9 which created a monoglot reading market
dependant largely on the mechanical reproduction of the print medium. Other features of the
secular nation state upon which Anderson elucidates are the tendency to “categorise” the
societal structure into a grid which “organised the new educational, juridical, public-health,
police, and immigration bureaucracies it was building on the principle of ethno-racial
hierarchies.”10 This societal structure, based on ethno-racial lines, along with the spread of a
particular vernacular as standard language, facilitated the administrative centralisation of the
new nation-state.
The formation of a nation-state such as Turkey went through a similar process of the
restructuring of societal administration and governance. In this case the most detrimental
reform for the ‘modernisation’ of its society was its language reform because the former
Ottoman Empire’s geographical expanse was condensed and its cultural diversity was distilled
into an imagined Turkish identity which was reflected in the vernacularisation of a ‘pure’
Turkish language freed from Persian and Arabic influences. Citing the example of the Turkish
Republic, Anderson states:
The fate of the Turkic-speaking peoples in the zones incorporated into today’s Turkey,
Iran, Iraq, and the USSR is especially exemplary. A family of spoken languages, once
everywhere assemblable, thus comprehensible, within an Arabic orthography, has lost
that unity as a result of conscious manipulations. To heighten Turkish-Turkey’s
national consciousness at the expense of any wider Islamic identification, Ataturk
imposed compulsory romanisation.11

9

Ibid., p. 39
Ibid., p. 169
11
Ibid., p. 44
10
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The constitutional changes in Turkey during its formative years of nation building, which
interestingly enough were prior to the actual foundation of the Republic in 1923, were based
on the French secular model of governance, and, through the implementation of the language
reforms, they actively mobilised population exchanges and the suppression of ethnic
languages if not the actual ghettoization of ethnic groups.12 Although there was no
implementation of a strict classifying grid on the societal structure of the late Ottoman period,
i.e. the constitutional monarchy, there was, nevertheless, the cultivation of the idea that
Turkishness was itself an ethnicity, exalted above the Arabs, Kurds and Bosnians, who were
expected to show loyalty to the “Turkish” Sultan. The catalyst in this process was the
circulation of newspapers and modern literature in the colloquial Turkish language which not
only raised a linguistic consciousness amongst the denizens of the Ottoman lands but also
gave rise to ethnic differences:
“The development of modern newspapers and a modern literature after 1860 became
the other major factor in spreading the use of Turkish and generating a sense of
linguistic consciousness. The printed word became the source of enlightenment and,
secondarily, a source of ethnic awareness.”13

According to the historian Kemal H. Karpat, the ‘Enlightenment’ or the spread of knowledge,
with which the Ottoman elite were preoccupied from 1870 to 1890, had more to do with
ethnic awareness and with power vested in a single ethnic identity. It was during this period
that linguistic homogenisation began.14 In this historical framework, Pamuk’s work reflects
his consternation about the nation state which continued with the strict implementation of
social reforms until the 1970s, reforms which Pamuk saw as being repressive acts validated
in the state legislature by the nation state’s constitution. The power of the print medium as an

12

Kemal Karpat, The Politicisation of Islam: , (Oxford University Press: New York, 2001), p. 329
Ibid., p. 337
14
Ibid., p. 337
13
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extension of the state apparatus in inculcating the dictates of the state, such as ethnic
awareness and a sense of urgency in acquiring Enlightenment ideals, is hyperbolically
depicted by Pamuk as an almost magical contrivance. For instance, in his narrative fiction,
most prominently in Snow, he gives the printed word a magical or transcendental quality.
Serdar Bey, the owner of the local newspaper called the “Border City Gazette” in the border
town of Kars, claims to be able to predict a news event before it actually happens, perhaps
even willing the event to take place, a feat he proudly attributes to modern journalism:
There are those that despise us for writing the news before it happens. They fear us not
because we are journalists but because we can predict the future; you should see how
amazed they are when things turn out exactly as we’ve written them. And quite a few
things do happen only because we’ve written them up first. This is what modern
journalism is all about. I know you won’t want to stand in the way of our being
modern…15
This surreal quality of the local newspaper printing press represents the investiture of progress
and forward thinking in its function and its role of ‘enlightening’ the masses; in the above
excerpt, progress and enlightenment are satirized as perceived transcendental concepts by
associating them with a future-predicting printing press. Although this is a fictitious depiction
of the modern printing press, it is based on the historical concurrence of homogenisation of
language with modernisation during the early days of the Turkish Republic.
A homogenised society was an aspect of the Turkish nation state that indicated the
internalisation of European ideals of nationhood in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. More specifically, the French experience of nationalisation and secularisation was
internalised by the Turkish elite, in no small way speeded up and boosted by print capitalism,
thanks to which, according to Anderson, “the French experience was not merely ineradicable
from human memory, it was also learnable from.”16 The infatuation with the European
Enlightenment has, however, changed its face since the early days of the Turkish Republic,

15
16

Orhan Pamuk, Snow, (Vintage: New York, 2004), p. 29
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 156
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from the strict implementation of cultural reforms on the French laicity model to the desire for
becoming a part of Europe itself, an objective which has become more evasive with time.
When expressing his opinions in his non-fiction work, Pamuk does not restrict his criticism to
Turkish policies on cultural reforms alone but he also openly criticises the policies of
European countries and specifically the USA that attempt to regulate and control populations
through immigration control and difficult-to-obtain visas. In an article for The Guardian
entitled “The Souring of Turkey’s European Dream”, which is also available on his official
website, he states:
Higher walls, tougher visa restrictions and ships patrolling borders in increasing
numbers will only postpone the day of reckoning. Worst of all, anti-immigration
politics and prejudices are already destroying the core values that made Europe what it
was.17

In his view, such policies reflect the privileged position Europe has appropriated to itself, and
he meditates, in a Saidian manner, about what this spells for those on the ‘outside’ and on the
periphery. Being inside Europe or outside is an identity-defining status. Such policies and
prejudices are, however, only the symptoms of a greater malaise. Pamuk traces the desire for
Europe or a European future to the Francophile Republican era Turkish reformers. In the same
article he writes:
It was to legitimise these reforms, which helped to strengthen the new Turkish state's
new elites (and were the subject of continuous debate in Turkey over the next 80
years), that we were called upon to embrace and even imitate a rosy-pink –
occidentalist – European dream. As much as the schoolbooks of my childhood were
texts designed to teach us why a line was to be drawn between the state and religion,
why it had been necessary to shut down the dervish lodges, or why we'd had to
abandon the Arab alphabet for the Latin, they were also overflowing with questions
that aimed to unlock the secret of Europe's great power and success. "Describe the
aims and outcomes of the Renaissance," the middle school history teacher would ask
in his exam. "If it turned out we were sitting on as much oil as the Arabs, would we

17

Orhan Pamuk, “The Souring of Turkey’s European Dream,” The Guardian, 23 December 2010,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/dec/23/turkey-european-dream-migrants-minorites?,
http://www.orhanpamuk.net/news.aspx?id=23&lng=eng
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then be as rich and modern as Europeans?" my more naive classmates at lycee would
say.18

What effects did the virtual effacement of cultural history and the inclusion of European
history in school textbooks have on young Turkish students and their sense of identity? In
fact, this ‘occidentalism’ is a central issue that colours Pamuk’s perspective on Turkish
society and its collective sense of national identity. Nationalism in Turkey, as anywhere else,
was not only a creative ‘construct’, but it was an imagined sense of community, based on, and
having deep ties with, the European dream, which was a desire for inclusion in the collective
European identity. It is for this reason that the European dream, in the form of a bourgeois
longing for European civilisation and the confrontation of the European ‘other’ with the
Turkish ‘self’, become a recurring theme in his narrative fiction. Pamuk sees the occidentalist
elitism of Turkish nationalists as being ‘rosy pink’, implying an idyllic vision of a future just
around the corner that overlooks the present and is in denial of the past. The term
‘occidentalist’, as Pamuk uses it, can be understood as the inverse of ‘orientalist’, where the
orientalist tends to define the ‘self’ by creating an imaginary geographical region constituting
the mirror opposite of all of his/her Western values, while the ‘occidentalist’ would tend to
define his/her ‘self’ in relation to an occident that encompassed all the progressive values
which his/her own corner of the world lacked. Where in Said’s formulation of orientalism the
‘self’ is a Western subject and the object is an Eastern ‘other’, Pamuk inverts the subjectobject dichotomy to a Turkish or ‘Eastern’ subject defining him/herself in relation to a
Western ‘other’, hence ‘occidentalism’. Meltem Ahiska, in her article, argues that
occidentalism is not only the adoption or emulation of western modernity but it is also fraught
with contradictions borne out of the identity issues of the subject and the imaginary

18

Ibid.
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projections of the occident.19 Unlike the case in orientalism, the occidentalist (in Turkey’s
case) also imagines the gaze of the western ‘other’ on him/herself. She also defines
occidentalism as:
an answering practice to the constructions of the West, which operates in the mythical
time of reified representations. It may produce a resistance to Western power, but
operates within its discursive terms to maintain a system of government that endorses
its hegemony. The desire of the nationalist elite in Turkey to become both Western
and anti-Western and Turkish resonates with the Western desire to see Turkey as a
bridge that never crosses the distance between the West and the East.”20

The endorsing of this hegemony stems from the desire of the Turkish nation to join the EU
and the legislative reforms it undertook to meet the human rights criteria demanded by
Europe. But it was concluded that, if the Commission made the recommendations for Turkey
by the end of 2004, only then would the European Union open negotiations for accession.
Although this dream has not been realised, and Turkey has had to come to terms with its
position vis-a-vis Europe, Pamuk gives a literary and also more nuanced perspective on the
status quo. He sees Turkey’s, or rather Istanbul’s, position as being on the periphery and not
as a metaphorical bridge as is commonly purported.21 This is due in large part to the city’s
straddling of both the continents of Asia and Europe, its eastern Anatolian side joined to its
western European side by three bridges over the Bosphorus strait. But, as Ahiska also points
out, a bridge connotes the outskirts and not an actual point of exchange and assimilation.
Pamuk’s views on Turkish Occidentalism are similar to those discussed in the above passage,
and, in his non-fiction writing, Pamuk is more explicit in his opinion. For instance, for the

19

Meltem Ahiska, “Occidentalism: The Historical Fantasy of the Modern”, The South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol
102, Number 2/3, Spring/Summer2003, (Duke University Press, 2003)pp. 351-379
20
Ibid., pp. 368-369
21
For a detailed reading of the bridges of Istanbul as metaphor in Pamuk’s work, see H. E. Almas, Capitalising
Istanbul: Reading Orhan Pamuk’s Literary Cityscape, PhD thesis, Research conducted at the Amsterdam School
for Cultural Analysis (ASCA), Universiteit van Amsterdam, (UvA: Amsterdam, 2011).
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benefit of his European readers, he imparts, in the spirit of sarcasm of course, a little insider
information on how those who “live in Istanbul assert our European selves”:
We are all afraid that when they [Europe] see how we do not resemble them, they will
castigate us. This is why we want there to be less torture in prisons, or at least torture
that leaves no trace. Sometimes we want to take pleasure in showing them just how
different we are from them: as when we want to meet an Islamist terrorist, or when we
want the first person to shoot the pope to be a Turk.22

Here he is being critical of the Turkish government’s willingness to make legislative reforms
only in anticipation of the possibility of being admitted to the EU but side-lining more
pressing issues such as freedom of expression which concern Turkish citizens directly. This
brings to light that central to Pamuk’s underlining of the identity issue in Turkey, in both his
fiction and non-fiction work, is the obsession of the Turkish intelligentsia with Europe.
This preoccupation of the Turkish elite, both intellectual and political, with European
thought had led to an acute ‘epistemic colonisation’23 during the early days of the Turkish
Republic. In her article on the “Imperial-Colonial Chronotope”, Tlostanova explicates
epistemic colonisation in Istanbul as mimicking and borrowing from European culture, which
Pamuk points out in the Turkish urban lifestyle as being visible in cinemas, clothing, and
other facets of consumer culture. Here I would like to draw upon Ahiska’s argument that not
enough has been said about Turkey in post-colonial studies, and it remains invisible in this
field of inquiry precisely because Turkey was never physically colonised by France or Britain.
She also points out that it is probably for this reason that Edward Said did not place
orientalism in the encounter between Europe and the Ottomans and focused only on the
European encounter with the Arab world in the Middle East.24 But it, nevertheless, remains

22

Orhan Pamuk, Other Colours, p. 191
Madina Tlostanova, “The Imperial-Colonial Chronotope: Istanbul-Baku-Khurramabad”, Cultural Studies, Vol
21, Number 2-3: Globalisation and the De-Colonial Option, (Routledge: 2007), p. 414
24
Meltem Ahiska, “Occidentalism: The Historical Fantasy of the Modern”, p. 359
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true that, despite Turkey’s ‘uneasy’ relations with colonialism, there having never been a full-scale
political colonisation despite a threat of invasion by the Allies during World War I, the Ottomans
and later the Republicans of the early Turkish nation state did entertain fantasies of Europe as a
utopian future. These fantasies were grounded in their encounter with Europe in the heyday of
French and British imperialism from the 19th century onwards, and they had orientalised the
“Turks” just as much as they had orientalised their colonies.. In this respect, Istanbul stood as
much as a discursive space as it was a metropolitan space where the European encounter with the
“Turks” took place. Although an emblematic city for its role in mediating diplomatic and
intellectual relations between Europeans and the Ottomans (later the ‘Turks’) it also became a
place of the ‘other’ in the encounter; the ‘other’ initially was the European presence and then,
through the internalisation of their influence, the ‘other’ was the non-European self/subject. This
meant that the occidentalist attitude of the Turkish political and intellectual elite, which saw the
European as the desired ‘other’, gradually shifted its perspective to viewing the local Ottoman
subject as an orientalised ‘other’ as they began to identify with European thought by internalising
its intellectual tradition. In this way the occidentalism of the Turkish elite transmuted into
internalised orientalism, discussed in the following section, which inaugurated cultural reforms
with far-reaching consequences for the modern Turkish Republic.
It is important not to reduce Pamuk’s work to a few generic concepts, but certain thematic,
yet key, concepts in relation to the Turkish nation state’s alleged occidentalism and its implications
for the modern Turkish identity emerge in the course of examining his writings. These are concepts
which require unpacking in order to clear the way for a more contextualised and comprehensive
cultural analysis of some of the texts that are explored in this dissertation. The key concepts that
inform this discussion are: internalised orientalism; the city as mediating space; and modernisation
inculcated by the nation state. All three overlap with one another and have an impact on identity
formation. I will define and expand upon each notion as it is dealt with in this study of Pamuk’s
writings.

17

Internalised Orientalism
Although Pamuk refers to the internalisation of the European intellectual tradition as
Occidentalism, it appears that it was also the adoption of a world-view or paradigm in the
light of which the late Ottomans and early Republican elite endeavoured to assign an identity
to their newfound sense of fraternity and nationalism. In fact, Pamuk employs rather
orientalist tropes in order to represent this paradigm. But, before discussing that, it is
worthwhile to look at whether occidentalism is the correct term for this historic paradigm
shift of the Turkish elite. Ussama Makdisi, arguing in this vein, calls the occidentalism of the
late Ottomans and early Republican Turks, ‘Ottoman Orientalism’, because it was more of an
adaptation to Enlightenment principles which called for a racialized nationalism and which
saw, for the first time, the Ottomans as being Turks, and other subject ethnicities of the
Sultunate as being retrograde and stagnant ‘oriental’ communities that were in need of a
thorough Ottomanisation. Ottomanisation had become a byword for Turkish nationalism and
modernism by the beginning of the 20th century, and it aimed at vigorous educational reforms
in the territories of the Sultanate where the supremacy of the ‘Turkish’ ethnicity was
increasingly being felt. This internalised orientalism cannot really be called ‘Occidentalism’
because, as a theory, “it misses not only the relationship between power and knowledge at the
heart of Said’s interpretation of Orientalism but also the layers of adaptation, emulation, and
resistance – in short, the Ottoman engagement with and internalisation of an entrenched
European discourse of Orientalism.”25 It should be kept in mind that, although the European
discourse of orientalism was a ‘self’ defining discourse in that it ‘self’-consciously created the
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orient in order to off-set the difference between the Occident and the Orient, it deployed the
nexus of power and knowledge to do so. A logical inverse of the Orientalist discourse would
be an Occidentalist discourse, deploying a similar yet reversed nexus of power and knowledge
where the Ottoman intellectual would create the Occident in such a way as not only to off-set
the differences between him/herself and the European ‘other’ but also to hold a degree of
authority over the Occident owing to his/her knowledge of it. The fact of the matter is that
what is termed as the Occidentalism of the Ottoman and Republican elite by Pamuk did not
produce the Occident the way the so-called Occident produced the so-called Orient. It was
also not a discourse that systematically institutionalised a certain vocabulary and methodology
of the scientific, sociological and humanistic study of the Occident. If, as according to Said,
European culture “gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a
sort of surrogate and underground self”,26 it was certainly not how the Ottoman and
Republican elite were strengthening their cultural identity; on the contrary, they opted to
espouse the ‘Occidental’ intellectual tradition as being a means of progress and they discarded
more local and indigenous forms of knowledge as retrograde. What Pamuk identifies as
Occidentlism quite simply refers to a desire for the European intellectual tradition and the
subsequent internalisation of that tradition which unavoidably also resulted in the
internalisation of the Orientalist discourse which had, since the post-Enlightenment period in
Europe, occupied several academic and political institutions of the European elite. 27
In the larger context of the historical juncture at which the Ottomans were standing,
there was immense pressure on them to display their strength in terms of progress and social
advancement and to be seen as being the equals of European powers. So the internalised
orientalisation of Ottoman subjects and the various cultures to which they belonged was a
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result of an attempt to discredit Western representations of Ottoman indolence by showing
how ‘inherently’ modern the Ottomans were and that it was the other racialized ethnicities
that were backward and could be modernised only through nationalisation.28 Nationalisation,
of course, meant “Turkification”. So, in one sense, nationalisation, modernisation and
Turkification became overlapping concepts.
Pamuk deploys orientalist tropes in his writings, albeit with self-conscious
deliberation and in a very self-reflexive way:
There’s an element in me which enjoys the role of victim, wallowing in western
orientalism – which I take great ironic delight in – that sense of looking through the
eyes of others, seeing one’s own culture as an elegant, charming, exquisite failure. All
my novels are about the gulfs and complicities between East and West… But, look,
also you know it’s a book about identity, a personal book about not being at the
centre… [Orhan Pamuk in interview. (Carver)]29

This ‘quasi-orientalism’ that Pamuk resorts to presents itself not only in his historical fiction,
such as The White Castle and My Name Is Red, but also in the general tropes from Islamic and
Persian literary history which he incorporates in his novels. In his historical fiction, the
narrative reflects the desire to emulate Renaissance Europe and the Reformation. The Hoja
(Turkish for ‘cleric’, also a reference to a scholar) in The White Castle, for instance, is a
conniving astrologer who covets ‘their’ knowledge and science. The Hoja uses his
doppelganger, an Italian scholar brought to Istanbul as a slave, to become familiar with ‘their’
sciences and then eventually the two look-alikes exchange places and each other’s lives.
‘Their’ of course refers to Europeans and is used to reify the dichotomy of ‘us’ and ‘them’, or
Otherness. Although not as rich in intertextuality as is My Name Is Red, it nevertheless evokes
the past - seventeenth century Istanbul to be specific - and oriental images of a young and
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paranoid sultan who wants his every dream interpreted by an astrologer and, based on this, he
makes important decisions. But as is characteristic of a Pamuk novel, the narrative is not as
straightforward as this, and between the binary of ‘us’ and ‘them’ is the ambiguous area of ‘I’
where the identity of the subject narrator is left in a questionable position because, by the end
of the novel, it cannot be ascertained whether it is the Hoja who is the narrative voice or his
Italian ‘other’. The concept of ‘otherness’ is replete with connotations of mirroring which
reflect the identity of the ‘I’ allowing the subject to identify himself in the other. But the Hoja
wants to become his ‘other’, and, as he steps into the shoes of his doppelganger, the Italian
slave/scholar, he emulates and mirrors him, leaving behind his selfhood. Interjected into this
oriental tale of an Ottoman Hoja and Italian man of science is, thus, a contemplation of
identity:
Or did defeat mean that people would change and alter their beliefs without noticing
it? We imagined how everyone in Istanbul would rise from their warm beds one
morning as changed people; they wouldn’t know how to wear their clothes, wouldn’t
be able to remember what minarets were for. Or perhaps defeat meant to accept
superiority of others and try to emulate them: then he would recount some episode
from my life in Venice, and we would imagine how acquaintances of ours here would
act out my experiences dressed up with foreign hats on their heads and pants on their
legs.30

In the above excerpt from The White Castle, the Italian slave is relating how he and the Hoja
would ponder over what ‘defeat’ really means. Is it the loss of territory and political
domination or is it something more profound which takes away the very basis of selfhood? He
muses that defeat was perhaps the acting out of experiences that were not one’s own but had
been experienced by others. In a clear reference to the politics of memory, Pamuk
extrapolates the interconnectedness of identity with cultural memory using an orientalist
narrative to underscore the desire for the ‘other’.
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Similarly My Name Is Red is an historical fiction seemingly emerging from sixteenth
century Istanbul; it centres on the workshops of miniaturists and manuscript makers. This
novel is structurally and narratively more complex than the former because it has multiple
narrators and combines a murder mystery, a love plot and a commentary on the nature of
perspective in art/painting. Couched in an orientalist visual narrative that evokes tales from
epic Persian poetry, it nevertheless deals with issues of identity and a paradigm shift from
East to West. It interrogates the differences in points of view between the Renaissance
humanist artists and the classical Persian miniatures and, without partiality towards any one
style of painting, it narrates the apathy of Ottoman artists and their diminishing creativity.31
Thus withered the red rose of the joy of painting and illumination that had bloomed for
a century in Istanbul, nurtured by inspiration from the lands of Persia. [..] For painting
itself was abandoned; artists painted neither like Easterners nor Westerners. [..] Just as
the doors of houses are closed of an evening and the city is left to darkness, painting
was also abandoned. It was mercilessly forgotten that we’d once looked upon our
world quite differently. 32

It is a critical self-reflection which locates the identity crisis between two different paradigms
and, as the subject of the narrative “wallows” in the charming and exquisite failure of his
culture, the city comes to represent the in-between-ness of two different points of view. The
visual aspects of the narrative are informed by contemporary readings of old miniatures and
engravings together with Pamuk’s own lived experience of the city. 33 He has framed his
narrative in a time period, after the fire of Istanbul in 1569, which is visually resonant with his
own childhood experiences of walking by burnt Ottoman mansions in the mid-twentieth
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century. On his return from Tabriz in Persia, the protagonist Kara (Black) returns to Istanbul
after an absence of twelve years:
Some of the neighbourhoods and streets I’d frequented in my youth had disappeared in
ashes and smoke, replaced by burnt ruins where stray dogs congregated and where
mad transients frightened the local children. In other areas razed by fire, large affluent
houses had been built, and I was astonished by their extravagance, by windows of the
most expensive Venetian stained glass, and by lavish two storey residences with bay
windows suspended above high walls.34
[...] When you love a city and have explored it frequently on foot, your body, not to
mention your soul, gets to know the streets so well after a number of years that in a fit
of melancholy, perhaps stirred by a light snow falling ever so sorrowfully, you’ll
discover your legs carrying you of their own accord toward one of your favourite
promontories.35

These passages recall Pamuk’s personal experiences of walking the city streets which
he recounts in his work of non-fiction Istanbul: Memories and the City. In the city description
of this historical fiction there is a conflation with contemporary descriptions of the city in his
memoirs. Fires, in particular, become an important aspect of Istanbul’s visuality of which he
makes use in his narrative to focalise on an orientalist gaze that takes pleasure in the view of
burning yalis, ships and tankers on the Bosphorus. He accuses Ottoman pashas, Turkish
nationalists and Western travel writers for this pleasure-seeking gaze, and he confesses his
own guilt at watching the fires from a safe distant, a distance provided by privilege. 36 The
visual narrative of the city in My Name Is Red is embedded in an Ottoman setting because it is
an attempt to revise the Western(ised) and privileged gaze that views Istanbul as it falls into
ruin from a safe distance, and to recreate the experience of Istanbul just prior to the
permeation of Renaissance ideals into the Ottoman Sultanate. The fascination with ruins in
Western Romanticism especially was endemic to modernism as “The taste for heroic
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destruction or picturesque decay cannot thrive without a sense of progress for which it fulfils
the role of brooding, sometimes gleeful, unconscious.”37 Such a gaze makes a clear
demarcation between the ‘us’ and ‘them’, defining and locating the subject position of ‘us’ in
the space of progress, modernity, and ‘them’ in the space of ruin and decay. On the other
hand, Pamuk’s visualisation of the city in My name Is Red places the privileged subject in a
position within the space allocated to ‘them’ by the Western gaze, but, owing to its historical
framing, the recreated space of fiction excludes the presence of the Western onlooker, so that
what appears to be an orientalist reimagining of a romanticised past is an attempt at ‘reorientation’ by recreating and, thus, redefining the identity of the subject within a space where
the western gaze is not included, but where it is still privileged given the safety of temporal
distance. This can be termed the quasi-orientalism with which Pamuk’s narrative subject
views and walks the city streets.
The pleasure of wallowing in victimhood can also be seen as hüzün38, Pamuk’s term of
choice when describing the effect of experiencing the grey city haze and streets of
impoverished neighbourhoods. This effect is not significant for its uniqueness to the haze
enveloping Istanbul but rather for bringing into relief the different effects of viewing the end
of empire ruins on various western travellers.
The City
In 2009, Pamuk held the Charles Eliot Norton Professorship of Poetry at
Harvard University, and he delivered six Norton lectures which were later published as The
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Naïve and Sentimental Novelist. In this book, Pamuk has delved into the cognitive aspects of
writing and reading a novel, a literary genre he considers to be rich in visual landscaping.
Through these lectures we learn that Pamuk, having tried his hand at painting in his youth,
prefers to see his own writing process as a painting with words. Among the two types of
writers whom he identifies, one who appeals to the verbal imagination and the other who
appeals to the visual imagination, he sees himself as the latter. Hence, when reading his
works, one finds that the landscape which directly influences his writing is the urban
landscape of Turkey and, most significantly, his hometown, Istanbul. Although the visual
aspect of his writing is explored in more detail later in this thesis, for now it is important to
introduce the significance of the city in both his narrative fiction, as well as in his critical
essays.
Being a visual novelist, Pamuk has fully explored, and is still exploring, the city in all
its vitality, growth and contradictions. More than being a Turkish citizen, Pamuk considers
himself to be an Istanbullu, a native of the city and a product of its history and culture. The
city, in other words, takes centre stage in Pamuk’s world view; it is his muse, and, as some
critics would argue, his claim to fame. His self-identification as being an Istanbullu creates a
distance between himself and his Turkish nationality, based on the same principle that he
raised in the chapter “A Guide to Being Mediterranean”, a principle that propounds that being
Mediterranean does not mean one is essentially from the said region, but rather that an
individual can have multiple identities intersecting to create his or her unique identity. Being
an Istanbullu does not, therefore, necessarily mean being Turkish; rather it implies an
amalgamation of regional and cultural identities intersecting to create that one unique identity
which belongs to a citizen of Istanbul.
There are opinions about his work within Turkey that would differ from the above
view and run contrary to the discourse celebrating Pamuk as the principal voice of the city
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narrative of Istanbul. Sevinç Türkkan contends, in her article “Pamuk’s Kara Kitap”, that the
“cosmopolitan image at home and abroad” of Pamuk is largely due to his translators of
English. With specific attention to Maureen Freely’s translation of The Black Book (Kara
Kitap) Türkkan points to Freely’s own intervention in Pamuk’s texts by laying more emphasis
on descriptions of Istanbul, the reason for which is her own nostalgic attachment to the city.
Türkkan further asserts that, through such translations and through his own preoccupation
with the city’s representation which emerged only after his first two novels which were family
sagas, Pamuk used the trope of the city to achieve international translatability so that he is
now mentioned along with writers like James Joyce and Charles Baudelaire. But as Pamuk
capitalizes on Istanbul, his work is only just “text and not a verifiable reality.” 39 She further
objects that Pamuk’s projected image as the author of Istanbul owes a great deal to his
translator Freely’s own nostalgia and romanticisation of the past and that translating Pamuk’s
books gave her an opportunity to revisit “an imagined homeland.”40
It is probably true that, were it not for Pamuk’s translators, he would be little known
outside of Turkey. But, evidently, Pamuk’s international recognition is not only because he
writes about Istanbul as a place of melancholy and nostalgia, an orientalised fantasy that tugs
at the sentiments of only a western or westernized audience. There are other aspects of his city
narrative, like fetishism for the paraphernalia of urban life and a parody of the religious and
the secular, which have an unsettling effect on the Turkish audience as well as on audiences
familiar with religious and secular universalist discourse. In this respect, the city is not simply
a subject of Pamuk’s narrative, but rather it is a discursive space that brings forth issues
relevant to self-identification in a modern secular state, and it, thus, mediates between the
subjectivity of the individual and the homogenising nation state. As will be demonstrated in
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the course of the analysis of this dissertation, I contend that it is these spaces in the city, both
public and private, which mediate dissent as well as larger questions of cultural and national
identity. More than being a romanticisation of the past, the city becomes a space for the renegotiating of identities through self-effacement and re-identification, implicating a cultural
erasure of the modernisation reforms during the early days of the republic and a need for
‘self’ realisation.
In A Companion to the City, Gary Bridge and Sophie Watson point to the city’s effect
on the ‘realisation’ or ‘non-realisation’ of the ‘self’ of the individual. The city has a similar
effect in Pamuk’s writings; through disenchantment with the state and nationalism, and reenchantment with the personal and collective memory, the process of self-identification is set
in motion. For instance, Pamuk writes about the connectedness of his personal memories and
‘city imaginary’ with the city collectivity:
The original idea of The Black Book was something set in the very late seventies,
evoking the poetry of the streets of my childhood and embracing the anarchy of the
streets of Istanbul, past and present.41
At first its ruination pierced me like a knife, but now it is something to which I am
slowly becoming accustomed. A city’s ruins also help it to forget. First we lose a
memory, but we know we’ve lost it and we want it back. Then we forget we have
forgotten it, and the city can no longer remember its own past. The ruins that cause us
such pain and open the road to forgetfulness become, in the end, the lots on which
others can found new dreams.42

Self-identification is, nevertheless, a process and not an achievement of closure, because
Pamuk’s fiction leaves the question of identity open-ended and in a state of mutability; it asks
how one can define one’s identity in the face of a lost world-view and erasure? The answer to
this question lies in the ever-changing city itself, revealing that loss and transience can, in
fact, become “second nature”. This is not to say, of course, that Pamuk romanticizes the past
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and Ottoman history, but rather that there is definitely a call for identification with a local
past, rather than European models of culture adopted in the name of civilization. In this
respect, the imagination of the individual subject is crucial because cities operate as “sites of
fantasy” where “subjectivities are constructed in spaces (formal and interstitial, and imagined
and real) of the city and certain kinds of feelings or a sense of self are made possible.”
Because memory plays a part in the way a city is imagined, memory is spatialized in the city
when it is associated with specific spaces or buildings in the city. Along with this spatial
aspect of memory, the imagined city is represented in literature and other media such as film
as a discursive practice, ‘constructing’ the city and constituting an integral part of a city’s
narrative, thus creating a city imaginary. Drawing from the city imaginary helps to develop
new paradigms which “self-consciously disrupt the boundaries between real and imagined
cities, and discursive and non-discursive terrains.”43 Istanbul, therefore, to put it in another
way, is not as much “an imagined homeland” of Pamuk’s western translator as it is an
“imaginary” of the native writer.
Pamuk’s engagement with the city is as much of an evocation of personal memory as
it is a representation of it as a polis. His city imaginary comprises an entanglement among
personal memory, individual desire, and collective experience of the city, all of which are
implicated in, and in tension with, the ever-present nation state. It is through all these
elements that he represents and re-visualises the city as polis. So, in the larger scheme of
things, his city imaginary builds up as a counter narrative to that of the modernized and
modernizing nation state.
The city, thus, plays a role as a discursive space which mediates the heterogeneity of
the subject within the framework of the nation state’s narrative. The issues pertaining to the
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nation state and the seemingly arbitrary policies aimed at the homogenisation of society as
well as mutual relations between Europe and Turkey inform the subtext of Pamuk’s narrative
fiction but do not form the essence of his fiction. His narrative fiction, on the surface, remains
largely apolitical, and, instead of directly addressing issues of nationalism, Pamuk
incorporates into his narrative issues of Western modernity and the more microcosmic,
mundane aspects of a westernised urban life in Istanbul. In this way, he addresses the identity
crisis that ensued during the Republican period by complicating the subjectivities of his
narrators and, by implication, the space occupied by the subject which happens to be the city
of Istanbul.
Secular Nationalism and Modernisation
At this point I would like to bring the reader’s attention to a statement that Pamuk
makes in the first two sentences of his latest work of narrative fiction, A Strangeness In My
Mind:
This is the story of the life and daydreams of Mevlut Karatas, a seller of boza and
yogurt. Born in 1957 on the western edge of Asia, in a poor village overlooking a hazy
lake in Central Anatolia, he came to Istanbul at the age of twelve, living there, in the
capital of the world, for the rest of his life.44
The references to the drink called boza and to Istanbul as the capital of the world are telling
instances of Pamuk’s position on modernisation, the nation state and Istanbul’s place in it.
The protagonist of Pamuk’s latest novel which has been translated into English is a street
peddler, selling boza and yogurt on the streets of Istanbul. What interests me is the choice of
boza, which is “a slightly fermented alcoholic beverage — 3 glasses is equal to about one
glass of beer”45. It used to be a popular drink during the Ottoman Sultanate. Traditionally this
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drink occupied a space between permissibility and prohibition because, being an “Islamic
Caliphate”, the Ottomans could not permit the open consumption of alcohol (the consumption
of alcohol being unanimously prohibited by religious scholars from diverse schools of
thought), yet, at the same time, owing to its extremely low alcohol content (1%) and its
popularity across the region because of its nutritional benefits, they couldn’t prohibit it either.
So people could drink a lot of it and get slightly drunk, and, at the same time, drink it in
moderate amounts and remain sober and within the bounds of religious strictures. Although it
is still found in Turkey, it is no longer as popular as it traditionally was because, after the
founding of the Turkish Republic, the ban on alcoholic beverages was lifted and boza
consumption dropped. The fact that Pamuk makes reference to boza in his writing is
significant, not only because it represents a traditional consumer product but also because of
its ambivalent status between the sacred and profane. Boza, therefore, embodies the thin line
between a dichotomy created by the state in the name of an ideology, and, as such, marks the
fuzzy boundaries between two kinds of space, which are variously denoted as being the sacred
and the profane, the secular and the religious, the public and the private, and also as the right
and the left wing in political terms.
This smudging of boundaries between spaces is the work of a recurrent trope and
attached to it is the idea of Istanbul as being “the capital of the world”. In this sense the city’s
place in Pamuk’s narrative serves two purposes; it is a space where the erasure of
dichotomous boundaries is enacted, and, secondly, by detaching the city from the nation state,
it conveys the sense of pluralism and heterogeneity. It is the capital of the world for a reason
other than being a part of Turkey. This is reflected in the lines quoted from A Strangeness In
My Mind as Turkey is not mentioned at all in the short background provided for Mevlut’s
place of origin. The fact of his being a citizen of the modern nation state of Turkey is skirted,
and, instead, in an almost roundabout way, it is stated that he was born on the western edge of
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Asia, in Central Anatolia and that he immigrated to Istanbul, “the capital of the world.” This
is an interesting title for the city of Istanbul given that the events of the novel take place
subsequent to the founding of the Turkish Republic, which means that Istanbul by then had
already been stripped of its status as the capital city of the Ottoman Sultanate, and was far
from being the capital of the world. The significance of identifying Istanbul as the capital of
the world can be understood by looking back at Pamuk’s other works.
Another place where Pamuk has stated that a city is the capital of the world is in an
essay entitled “Views from the Capital of the World” in Other Colours and refers to New
York. This essay is on Pamuk’s reflections on the city of New York when he went there for
the first time for study at Columbia University in 1986. During the eighties and the nineties
New York was the undisputed, ‘unofficial’46, capital of the world, and Pamuk’s essay
ruminates over the city experience not from its high rise buildings but from the level of the
pedestrian walking the city streets and commuting in the subways. It recalls Michel De
Certeau’s “everyday practitioner of the city” who walks against the grain of the “concept
city”, the capital of the world which “serves as a totalizing and almost mythical landmark for
socio-economic and political strategies”47 and creates a metaphorical or mobile city. For
Pamuk, however, the metaphorical city of New York retains its ‘concept’ of being a capital
and the centre of the world, and this knowledge shapes his experience of the city albeit not
from a high rise building but more as a ‘foreign’ practitioner of the city. This ought to be
contrasted with his latest novel’s conspicuous statement about Istanbul, also a “capital of the
world”. But this capital city is a totalising and mythical landmark neither of the world nor of
Turkey. True it was designated ‘European Capital of Culture’ in 2010, celebrating the
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appearance of modernity in its transitions from Empire to Republic, but that touristic title
certainly does not qualify it to be the centre of the world; the ground reality, not to say the
least socio-economic reality, places Istanbul on the periphery. Pamuk’s fragmentary views on
city life in New York bring to relief Istanbul’s place as the centre and the capital of the world
for Mevlut, the protagonist from a humble background in A Strangeness In My Mind.
Such a narrative centred on a peripheral city on a global scale, like Istanbul,
challenges the terms of discourse about the “concept city”. The view is not only a city
practitioner’s view from the streets and the anonymous corners that he passes through every
day, but it also redefines the framework within which the term ‘capital of the world’ operates.
It does this because, now, the capital of the world is not a totalising city such as New York,
but a city which constitutes a poor street peddler’s world view. Together with the boza that he
sells and the de-politicised geographical location of his birth and adult life, the elements of his
identity are determined.
So by bringing the periphery to the centre, Pamuk’s narrative contests the nation state’s
allocation of socio-economic and political importance to specific cities as well as social and
political categorisations of citizens and institutions. It does not drastically alter the status quo
but instead offers a perspective and a paradigm different from that of a capitalist, modern
secular world view. This point can be further clarified by the product sold by Mevlut the street
peddler, boza. As explained earlier, the drink boza occupies an ambiguous place in the
ideological space of religion. Although in the modern nation state its value as the drink of
choice has depreciated to a considerable extent, it is now mostly a tourist curiosity; in the
language of metaphor or rather in the metaphorical capital of the world, it signifies the fuzzy
boundary between ideology and heterodoxy. This is significant in Pamuk’s articulation of
state ideology which he represents as analogous to a religious belief system. This view stems
from the premise that the nation state ‘transcends’ the individual and any beliefs or practices
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that might deviate from the prescribed principles of the state, beliefs or practices which the
individual might inscribe on the state’s social structure. His narrative underscores and
contests this transcendent status of the nation state as it operates above and beyond all forms
of human love and longing, which it levels to demarcated categories and then distributes
across the space of the polis as commodity fetishes:
As people walked past them on the wet pavement, the blacks standing in the doorways
and in front of shops ablaze with strip lights were chanting the same words, as if
they’d all learned this song together: “Bad girls, amazing girls, bunny girls, girlsgirls- girls. Come on in, come on in and check it out sir […] Gathered together in a
dark corner , a group of Pakistanis dressed in long robes were selling the Koran in
English, strings of huge prayer beads, bottles of aromatic oils, and religious
pamphlets.48

In addressing the binary of the sacred and profane in terms of commodity culture, Pamuk
points to a much broader issue of a new style of consumption as part of the modern condition
in the city, one that is reified by the nation state. It tends to classify, categorise, and eventually
commodify humanity and its forms of expression. According to Talal Asad, the nation state,
which is built on the Enlightenment ideal of secularism, bifurcates what had been an
integrated form of life. His thesis is that secularism is centrally located within modernity and
that modernity is a project with practical consequences and which demands specific social
conditions to sustain it. These entail a reformation in local conditions that includes new styles
of consumption and expression. The whole project of modernization is packaged within the
category of the nation state which constitutes and institutionalizes all modern principles such
as constitutionalism, industry, consumerism, civil equality, etc. 49
In line with this argument, Erdag Göknar, also responsible for the translation of My
Name Is Red into English, is of the view that the nation state is founded on the principles of
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the secularisation thesis50 and that Pamuk’s writings have confronted the secularization thesis
by incorporating tropes from the sacred, i.e. Sufism, in his novels and blending them with the
secular. He says that:
As a discourse, Sufism envisions possibilities of non-duality and therefore is valuable
to creations of nationalism, orientalism, and secular modernity… Sufism therefore
provides a useful counter narrative to the dialectical logic of modernisation history,
and Pamuk makes innovative use of this tradition in constructing his novels. 51

In critiquing the Republican discourse, Göknar says that Pamuk also raises questions about
‘Turkishness’ and the identity issues in the nation state. The sacred is, therefore, evoked in his
narratives to counter the state’s coercive strategies in identity politics, and this is based on the
secular dichotomy of modernization pitted against the notion of backwardness associated with
tradition/religion. With respect to the place of Pamuk’s literary modernity, i.e. his narrative
technique, in such a context, Göknar writes:
These transformations in literature present ‘Turkishness’ as being contingent on a
multitude of cultural contexts beyond ethno-nationalism, including the Ottoman past,
Sufism, Islam and even orientalism. Pamuk uses the novel form, I am suggesting, to
pose persistent political challenges to the state and the secularization thesis that
informs Turkish modernity.52

Although Pamuk’s use of Islamic or, more specifically, Sufi tropes in his writings has been
criticised as being orientalist, as discussed earlier, I argue, in line with Göknar’s position on
the issue, that it is more of a quasi-orientalism that is instrumentalised as a challenge to the
state narrative. For instance, Ian Almond is of the opinion that “Pamuk, writing outside the
boundaries of the ‘Christian’ European tradition, has no Church or Enlightenment myth to rail
against; Islam provides the ‘local’ version, the Turkish manifestation, of a universal
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metaphysical delusion.”53 The Sufi trope, as will be discussed in this thesis as well, is,
however, more than a stylistic presentation of the sacred, and it is deployed as a subversive
strain in Pamuk’s narrative which challenges the paradigm inculcated by the nation state, as
well as by orthodox Islam.
In this respect, the metaphorical city, owing to its fluidity and mobility, allows the
author or the narrative subject to invert the categories of both the secular and the religious. By
displaying this easy interchangeability between the two, the claims of universality by both
categories are challenged, as is the binary logic on which the nation state rests. In this sense,
the counter-narrative that Pamuk provides casts the category of identity in the modern nation
state in a light similar to that of the boza; it brings up ‘in-between-ness’, it is fluid and mobile
and it cannot be identified as belonging to a totalizing category. This approach to the state
narrative dislodges state-imposed identities and places them in an ambiguous space, embodied
by the peripheral city, the capital city of amorphous identities and individuals in transition.
Methodology and overview of chapters
The theoretical framework within which my dissertation can be placed draws from
literary and cultural analysis, and also post-colonialism. The critique of the secularization
thesis and modernity has also informed my reading of Pamuk’s works to a considerable
extent. But for the examination of the texts in the cultural context of each, I have identified
certain motifs in Pamuk’s body of work which also have relevance, in terms of either cultural
or linguistic usage, to certain disciplines in the humanities and social sciences and which I
have deployed as conceptual tools for the analysis of the texts. In following this methodology
of analysis, which easily takes concepts from other disciplines, I am influenced by Mieke
Bal’s Travelling Concepts, where she has proposed the use of concepts as facilitators of
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reflection and debate as they travel between disciplines and between ordinary words and
condensed theories.54 The use of concepts as instruments or lenses through which to conduct a
cultural analysis of any text as cultural product is a methodology which widens the scope of
analysis through an interdisciplinary approach, and places objects in perspective far better
than if a single theoretical framework or discipline were to be deployed as a means of critical
study.
The overarching argument in this dissertation is developed across four discrete yet
deeply interrelated themes. I have thus divided my dissertation into four topics based on
motifs in Pamuk’s texts and cultural concepts from relevant disciplines, and these are
deployed in my analysis of Pamuk’s representation of the city as mediator between subject
and the state. Each of the four chapters of this dissertation will focus on one or more such
concepts. The sequence of chapters is as follows.
The first chapter uses the concepts of Sufism and flânerie in order to examine how the
city mediates desire in Pamuk’s novel The Black Book. With the concept of flânerie I have
elaborated on the quest for self-realisation by the subject as he roams the city of Istanbul for
his missing wife; the ‘flâneur-type’ figure of the subject is juxtaposed with a Sufi dervish as
both these figures embody a common trait of longing and desire but in different social
milieus. As Pamuk has recurrently employed the theme of Sufism in his writings, I have also
looked into how narratives from the Sufi poetic tradition have influenced the narrative of The
Black Book and deployed it as a disruptive element in the context of the nation state. This is a
significant aspect of Pamuk’s craftsmanship as a writer because by employing the Sufi poetic
and narrative technique, he also invokes a tradition that was not only dismissed but actively
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erased from the city spaces. Here is also a clear instance of how I have integrated literary and
cultural analysis in my analysis of The Black Book.
The second chapter deals with Pamuk’s historical novels My Name is Red and The
White Castle. Since the depiction of Istanbul in My Name is Red is from an historical
perspective, i.e. the city is depicted as a creative reconstruction of the city’s past from the 16 th
century, I have identified the implications that the historical city has for contemporary
Istanbul. I have used the concept of palimpsesting the city and discussed how it is used as a
tool for literary mnemonics. By using this mnemonic technique, that is by writing over or
inscribing the contemporary modern city of Istanbul with the historical Ottoman city, Pamuk
raises questions about the Turkish identity. In his narrative the Ottoman city becomes a cover
for criticizing the state’s interventionist policies and the legislatively sanctioned persecution
of dissident voices. It is demonstrated that he does this by over-writing state secularism with
religious extremism in the sixteenth century. This is depicted as the persecution of the figure
of the traditional storyteller or meddah in the book’s narrative.
In this chapter I also look at the spaces of the coffeehouse and the archives as
subversive spaces within the city. Pamuk shows the subversive potential of these public
spaces, even though they are historical, by addressing the question of the use of perspective in
painting during the Renaissance and its impact on Ottoman art, the coffee house being the
space for oral tradition and the archives re-appropriated in the Ottoman context as the Sultan’s
treasury and repository for written tradition. These spaces, in the novel, also become spaces
where opinions are voiced for and against adopting European perspectivism, thus exploring
possibilities of public spaces within the city where state sanctioned coercive censorship and
construction of a mythic nationalist past could be reviewed.
Another aspect of the city’s spatiality, but this time a more contemporary one, is the
subject of analysis for the third chapter. Here I have examined The Museum of Innocence
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through the concept of musealisation. This concept is discussed in relation to Andreas
Huyssen’s usage of the term. He defined it as a phenomenon that has become a paradigm of
contemporary cultural activities such as the historicizing restoration of old urban centers, and
hence is a means of preserving the materiality of the city in the face of modernization.55 The
museum, as a structure that embodies the Foucauldian heterotopia, and also its function in the
modernization process as a state apparatus, especially in the Turkish context, are interrogated
at length.
This chapter looks primarily at Pamuk’s position in creating the actual Museum of
Innocence and placing himself in the role of expository agent. Mieke Bal talks about the
expository agent as a cultural practice in state-sponsored museums but one which is hidden
from the public’s eye. Although Pamuk can be ascribed a similar role of being the expository
agent of his museum owing to his self-reflexivity as a post-modern author, his agency is
rendered visible to the public eye, which, in turn, redefines the museum as an institution of the
modernizing agenda of the state. This chapter also examines the Museum of Innocence’s
space in the city in light of the concept of hüzün, and demonstrates it as being simultaneously
private and public, thus disrupting the conceptual categorization and allocation of space in the
city imposed by the secular state. These conceptual divisions are shown to be correlated with
the religious and secular bifurcation made by the secularization thesis.
The discussion in the fourth chapter deploys the concept of colour to identify key
themes within Pamuk’s non-fiction writing. These themes tend to focus more on the visuality
of the city and its visible features as manifestations of mental states. This chapter has two
sections; the first one deals with the colour grey and how it implicates post-Republican era
Istanbul. Here I discuss the visible signs of epistemic hegemony which are manifested in the
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city’s representations in monochromatic photographs, post-cards and sketches produced
mostly by Western visitors. These black and white or grey photographs of the city in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century are the only memories left from that time, and they
have been reproduced so many times that the city’s collective memory has also turned grey.
The second section of this chapter deals with colours other than grey and demonstrates
that, wherever the motif of colour shows up more prominently in Pamuk’s writings, there is
an indication of an artistic or creative personality or voice which in some way poses a
challenge to the state by countering and dismantling its narrative. The aspect of colour in
Pamuk’s texts is examined through the conceptual lens of the nomadic sign regime which was
theorized by Deleuze and Guattari. I show that this nomadic regime is represented by the
motif of colour and disrupts the totalitarian regime of the nation state which is structured on a
hierarchy.
As a response to this structural differentiation of social spaces and an official narrative
put in place by the nation state in order to regulate cultural and individual freedoms, Pamuk
recreates the city as an imaginary that breaks down the structure held up by the state. Keeping
this mind, the purpose and overarching argument of this dissertation is to examine ways in
which Pamuk deploys certain tropes and motifs in his writings to collapse categorical and
conceptual boundaries that the state builds up in order to assert its existence and make claims
of universalist principles. The approach of seeing and walking the city like a flâneur who
romanticizes the city but, at the same time, evokes memories of dervishes in search for selfrealisation, does exactly that. It not only collapses the boundaries between the sacred and the
profane but it also inscribes the city with subjective experiences. Pamuk seems to be saying
that however religiously the modern state coerces people to align their mentalities with the
state’s paradigm, subjectivities cannot be conformed, and they find a way around the walls
that confine them to a ‘nation’. In ways that are subversive and subtle, Pamuk parodies and
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ridicules the nation state’s westernizing policies and also its religious convictions within its
own structure. By bringing up issues of political Islam versus the leftist political parties,
Pamuk criticises politicized groups to show that they are the same, and that, underneath the
esoteric language of self-importance, there is actually no structure that holds them up. I argue
that the city in Orhan Pamuk’s novels is a template which is employed by him to subvert the
nationalist narrative and to show the contingency of the identity formation on the modern
condition. His work demonstrates how the city imaginary in a symbiosis both effects and is
shaped by the collective memory of Istanbullus in particular. This dissertation will thus
examine the ways in which the narrative subject of Pamuk’s selected texts, based in the city,
engages with the modern nation state and constructs an alternative identity.
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Chapter 1
The City and Desire
Pamuk’s body of work has made a contribution of considerable significance not only
to Turkish literature but also to literature from the Middle East and Western Asia in general.
The reason for his popularity in this part of the world is due in large part to the questions
Pamuk’s work raises about ideology, statehood and the place of non-dogmatic and mystical
Islam in the region, which is known as ‘Sufism’. The trope of mystical Islam, or Sufism,
provides Pamuk with protagonists who reflect the political and existential concerns of an
inhabitant of a modern city in a Nation State. What is unique to Pamuk’s writing is the role
that the cityscape of Istanbul, in particular, plays in the mediation between the protagonist and
the projection of these concerns. In this chapter I will explore this aspect of the city as it is
represented in the novel The Black Book. This serves as the foundation of a quest of the
protagonist who is also a flâneur-type subject because he roams the city in search of a lost
‘beloved’ or an object of desire. I argue that this flâneur-type is a modern day dervish, a
character Pamuk deploys in order to intervene in the modern condition and to subvert the
ideological absolutes of the modern Nation State. At the same time I will engage in a reading
of Pamuk’s text in the light of the Sufi narrative.
The city of Istanbul serves as a setting that mediates between the subject, more
specifically the state but also the protagonist, and the object of his/her pursuit. At the same
time it is eroticised as the quest takes the shape of a search for an elusive ‘beloved’. Hence
this search that often surfaces in the texts is replete with longing, desire and, ultimately, selfeffacement. I will address this concern with respect to the subject’s ‘self’ and the beloved or
object pursued, which is the ‘other’, in relation to the city. Subsequently I will attempt to
explain the reason behind Pamuk’s incorporation of Sufi motifs and themes, and their
relevance to the cityscape, in his text by looking at whether there are orientalist elements in
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his style or if this perceived orientalism serves the purpose of highlighting identity issues.
Briefly put, his reason for incorporating such motifs, and themes, is the exploration of the
ontology of nationality and what it means to be identified as someone belonging to a certain
nationalist narrative/episteme. This particular treatment of the subjects of his narrative fiction
also asks the question relating to what extent a ‘modern’ nationality effects selfhood and
subjectivity. In relation to the space of the city, this exploration of the concept of identity is
guided to a large extent by experiences that take place only in an urban society, and can thus
be said to have been generated by the city itself. One central issue that I will address is
Pamuk’s deployment of the Sufi narrative with the cityscape as its setting which turns it into a
surreal dreamscape.
The ‘flâneur -type’ subject as a dervish
Pamuk’s transforming of the cityscape into a surreal backdrop for an ambiguous
search brings to light various important aspects of urban life that are contingent with city
imaginaries56 and poetics which are particular only to the urban experience. An integral part
of the imaginative urban experience is the figure of the flâneur who provides the
romanticising gaze cast on an increasingly consumerist culture of urban life. In “Memory,
Desire, Lyric: The Flâneur”, Catherine Nesci discusses the creative appropriation of the urban
experience in lyrical texts which glorified the persona of the flâneur and to a large extent
invented the figure as well, as being a pensive subject of unfulfilled desires and nostalgia.
This type of subject, or the flâneur, was confronted by “unsettling forces of urban life” which
reinforce a sense of meaningless exploitation at the heart of the Western project. 57 Nesci has
brought to light certain aspects of flânerie which are also present in Pamuk’s subjects. These
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are his estrangement with the modern city, the loss of identity and memory, a melancholic and
impotent masculinity, the subject’s eroticisation or feminisation of the city, the pain of
separation and separation anxiety, and sexual and textual gratifications achieved through
ephemeral encounters. Pamuk’s adoption of the flâneur figure as a subject of his narratives
has been attributed to his inspiration from Baudelaire and Benjamin: “Yes, sir, it’s a terrible
shame I can’t read French, but every evening I pick up a dictionary to unravel Les fleurs du
mal.”58 The resultant phenomenological readings of his texts have provided a much-needed
interpretation of the existential angst that Pamuk’s flâneur experiences in the process of his
otherwise meaningless quest through the city.
The figure of the flâneur helps to conceptualise the conditions of modernity not simply
in the city, but also modernity as mediated by the city. In this respect, the city takes on the
aspects of an eroticised space, and the itinerant figure of the flâneur is directed in his
meandering by desire. Hence, although originating in Paris, as a subject of unfulfilled desire,
loss of identity and memory, the flâneur also stands for a type or category of subjectivity
which occupies the intersecting space between history and geography. In this space the
nostalgic past and ephemeral modernity intersect to create a self-reflexive subjectivity. When,
as a type or category, the figure of the flâneur is relocated or, for want of a better word, reappropriated to a non-European urban setting, s/he becomes a means of interrogating and
interpreting the modernity of that particular place. In this way this goes back to Benjamin
who first conceptualised the category of the flâneur to interpret modernity, although his was a
“powerfully original reading of Western metropolitan modernity – especially Baudelaire’s
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Paris – but dialectically include[ed] an anti-Eurocentric potential in the shape of colonial or,
more generally, non-Western implications, allusions, and echoes.”59
My concern is not to study and elaborate on the relocated figure of the flâneur in the
modern Turkish context, but instead to elucidate the experience such a subject generates,
especially with its non-Western implications, which suits the socio-political context of Turkey
and its historical background. The experience or the interaction between this subject type and
the cityscape serves to reverse the logic of ontological understanding reached through
epistemology by foregrounding subjectivity as an imperative in the understanding of urban
experience, i.e. the convention or rationale of understanding ontological categories through
epistemology is reversed. To this end, Pamuk turns to individualism and the unattached
solitary figure, a city dweller who explores the intersection of urban modernity with cultural
memory from an Ottoman literary heritage suffused with the poetic tradition of the Persians.
Where the flâneur, being originally located in Paris, the heart of nineteenth century European
culture, was part of the aestheticism of Impressionism, Pamuk’s itinerant protagonist
incorporates the Persian poetic or neo-platonic tradition. The result is a prose style which
reflects the spirit of a modern day dervish.
Although Pamuk himself has not explicitly characterised any one of his characters as
being a dervish, except in Snow where the protagonist is likened to a dervish owing to his
itineracy and his being a poet: “You are a modern-day dervish. You’ve withdrawn from the
world to devote yourself to poetry.” 60 The dervish figure in Turkish and much of Islamic
culture represents the Sufi or mystical path adopted by spiritual individuals who are nonconformists with regard to normative societal roles, relationships and institutions. Without
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going into a detailed examination of the dervish as a deviant social element, the essential trait
of a dervish can be summed up as being that of a wandering individual moving from place to
place and cultivating a love for poetry. Historically he was seen as an itinerant transgressing
territorial bounds and metaphysically transgressing ideological boundaries. Here I will focus
only on why the dervish is an interesting co-relation of the flâneur. The dervish’s only point
of rest or habitation was a Sufi lodge, a religious seminary of sorts, but it was different from
other religious institutions because of the philosophical and heterodox nature of the ideas
disseminated from there. Sufi lodges, in Ottoman cities in the 1600s, also gave patronage to
urban cultural and artistic, as well as social, activities such as poetry recitation events in
gardens and sama’a gatherings.61 Part of these cultural activities was the recitation of a genre
of poems called the şehrengiz written solely on the beauties of the city to which the Sufi lodge
belonged and its inhabitants. It is at this level of cultural practice, that is, the şehrengiz ritual,
that the dervish and the flâneur find common ground.
Concerning the cultural practice of şehrengiz rituals at Sufi lodges, B. Deniz Çalış
Kural states:
The common theme of all Şehrengiz poems is travel and experience of city spaces.
[…]
Şehrengiz rituals include diverse experiences such as; praying at a mosque, praying at
a Sufi lodge, dancing rituals at sufi lodges, walking down the hills from a Sufi lodge to
the meadow, travelling from one city to another, visiting different cities and provinces,
staying at friend’s houses, walking in the streets, visiting guild shops at the bazaar,
visiting imperial mosques, tombs, attending private parties at gardens, attending
parties at meadows, going to bath houses, visiting populated houses, visiting private
spaces for friendly gatherings and reading poetry, going to bath houses, storytelling,
skating on a frozen river, walking by the river, walking in rivers, laying at meadows,
swimming in rivers and canals, sailing, watching the city and its beauties, talking
about the city and about the prominent figures of the city, acknowledging about the
arts and crafts of different guilds, recounting the names and nature of guild boys. 62
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Şehrengizi as a spatial practice is significant for the itinerant aspect of the dervish,
who not only follows a Sufi path, but who also takes recourse in the more ritualistic aspects of
Sufism. The itineracy of the Sufis around the city was not an aimless wandering but was
guided by the şehrengiz ritual which, in turn, was based on the cosmological model proposed
in the philosophy of the Andalusian philosopher Ibn-e-Arabi. Without going into details of
Ibn-e-Arabi’s contribution to Sufism, it is sufficient to say that it questioned the
institutionalisation of philosophical and religious discourse and even inverted the logic of the
hermeneutical study of religious texts. The persons who studied his works and incorporated
them in their lifestyle were more often than not inclined to inhabit the peripheries of
mainstream social life, and those who reached the extremities of the periphery then became
dervishes.
It would not be incorrect to say that the figure of the dervish is connected to the
practice of şehrengizi, which is also an everyday practice but which, instead of viewing the
city with a European aesthetic influenced by impressionism, embodies the Islamo-Persian
and Osmanli poetic tradition. The theme of The Black Book, which I discuss in more detail in
the rest of the chapter, is based on this practice to some extent, with two central intertextual
references in this regard being the Persian poet, Mevlana Rumi, and the Turkish poet, Şeyh
Galip.
The dervish figure deployed in Pamuk’s narrative is a dislocation of the flâneur, a
poetic figure with urban sensibilities in whose person the modern western and traditional
eastern dichotomy is deconstructed.
In both the figures of the dervish and the flâneur there are overlaps of traits that can be
attributed to character and social significance. Both are itinerant figures and embody the
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dialectic of familiarity with the city and alienation from it, which manifests itself in the
dervish’s or flâneur’s immersion in the quotidian details of city life and an evasion of national
landmarks in the city.63 The difference between the two is that the dervish, despite being an
element of deviance in normative society, follows an inner logic in his/her practice of
wandering, and the flâneur, although well within the parameters of the city and the bounds of
normalcy, has no particular aim to his/her wandering other than a detached “perambulating
gaze” over the city arcades. Keeping this dialectical nature of the itinerant figure in mind,
especially in relation to the text that will be explored, s/he will henceforth be referred to as the
‘dervish-flâneur’, or interchangeably as either a dervish or flâneur, because both of these
types embody the conflict between personal identity, cultural memory, and the modern
condition of the nation state.
The figure of the flâneur was a social outcome of 19th century industrial Paris. He, and
it is particularly a male figure, is an invention of modern urban life and “a by-product of the
city’s many processes”.64 The full visual experience of modern urban life could then be
quintessentially placed in flânerie, a local pedestrian exploring the streets of his own habitat
with new eyes but also with a sense of nostalgia. In Pamuk’s writings we are confronted by
the question addressed to flânerie, viz. to what end is it deployed? In adapting the dervish
flâneur to his narrative, I argue that Pamuk, in effect, personifies the longing and desire
engendered by loss, and he then tenuously explores the nature of that loss in the figure of the
dervish.
In The Black Book, Pamuk has extensively utilised the concept of flânerie, but he has
done this in relation to the flâneur-type subject’s search for self-realisation. For this purpose
Pamuk has incorporated the idea of a quest which is derived from the Sufi and poetic tradition
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of Islam into the subject’s sense of loss and nostalgia. For instance, as Galip, the subject in
search of his wife, called Rüya (which is Turkish for dream), meanders on his way in the city,
trivial objects begin to acquire deep, perhaps esoteric, associations with his shared past with
Rüya:
He stopped at a pudding shop in Karakoy, where he sat down at a marble table
between a pair of mirrors that reflected each other; turning his back on them, he
ordered fried eggs and a bowl of chicken vermicelli soup. On the only wall that wasn’t
covered with mirrors was a mountain landscape that seemed to take its inspiration
from postcards and Pan Am calendars; seeing the snow-capped mountains rise up
between the evergreens, behind a glassy lake, Galip was reminded not of the postcard
Alps that had inspired it, but of Mount Kaf, the magic mountain he and Rüya had
visited so often as children.65

The Mount Kaf mentioned in the excerpt is a mythical mountain that has been used as
a parable in Sufi poetry, most notably the Persian classic Manṭiq-uṭ-Ṭayr, “Conference of the
Birds”, written by Farid-ud-Din Attar. The mountain represents the “limit between two
worlds, the visible and the invisible”, the material and the spiritual, the sensible and the purely
intellectual.66 In Islamic theosophy, a cosmological model was developed which delineated
the boundaries between the material and sensory realm, the realm of images and the realm of
pure intellect. The term ‘imaginal’ was coined by the scholar of Perso-Islamic theosophy
Henri Corbin to indicate the concept of alamal-mithal which literally means the world of the
image. In a paper delivered at the Colloquium on Symbolism in Paris in June 1964, Corbin
defined the ‘imaginal’ thus: Between the two [the sensory and the intellectual] is placed an
intermediate world, which our authors [Suhrawardi et al] designate as ’alam al mithal, the
world of the image, mundus imaginalis, a world that requires a faculty that is a cognitive
function, a noetic value, as fully real as the faculties of sensory perception or intellectual
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intuition.67 This realm or world of images (and stories), in the Perso-Islamic cosmological
model, employs the cognitive faculty of creative imagination which functions at a
“psychospirital” level and which is hence directly connected to the sensory and experiential
world which the subject inhabits and rationalises with past experiences. I propose that the
deployment of the poetic images and idiom of the classical Persian epic, such as the Manṭiquṭ-Ṭayr (The Conference of the Birds), in the recreation and appropriation of the city
imaginary of Istanbul forms parallel intersections between the sensory, everyday practices of
the city with the ‘imaginal’, and the flâneur with the dervish. This intersection of everyday
practices of the city and the mundus imaginalis also resonates strongly with Pamuk’s own city
imaginary which he translates into the literary form of his fiction. As he himself lays
particular stress on the visual quality of his narrative, and because of his being a visual writer,
one can say that his repertoire of images, or his imaginal world, comprises both his personal
experiences of the city of Istanbul as well as poetic images from Persian epics which he
merges to create a unique visual narrative of the city.
I will elaborate on the significance of the poem Manṭiq-uṭ-Ṭayr in the context of this
novel in due course. For the point at hand, only the reference to Mount Kaf indicates the
nature of Galip’s search, as one which occupies a position between materiality and the
‘imaginal’, and the reader is forced to reconsider the relationship between personal and past
experiences with the relativeness of reality. The figure of the subject, Galip, is also an
appropriated flâneur-type figure who shapes the city as he perceives it through his imaginative
faculties. We see that, through the adaptation of the flâneur figure, Pamuk makes use of the
particular ‘situation’ of the flâneur as an inhabitant of the city but yet still an outsider with the
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objective of questioning the modernisation of Istanbul but also of highlighting the
collaboration between ideology and modernity. Examples of the flâneur’s conspicuous
‘situation’ as an outsider can be found in The Black Book where Galip views the city in which
he grew up as if for the first time:
During the long journey, Galip began thinking it was not Istanbul he saw flowing past
his window but another city altogether. Three buses had plowed into one another at the
turning from Gumussuyu to Dolmabahce, and now a crowd had gathered around them.
The bus and taxi stops were deserted. The snow made the city seem more desolate
than ever, the lamps were dimmer and he saw none of the normal night-time activities
that made the city what it was; with its closed doors and empty pavements, it looked
like the empty set for a medieval city. The snow covering the warehouses, the hastily
built shanties, and the domes of the mosques was not white but blue. Loitering in the
streets around Aksaray he saw prostitutes with purple lips and blue faces; he saw
youths sledding on ladders in front of the old city walls; as buses left the depot, their
passengers stared fearfully at the blue lights of the police cars stationed outside.68

The ‘situation’ of the flâneur is that of an outsider, and he perceives the city as an unfamiliar
space. In the above excerpt the city is viewed as being an unfamiliar landscape because of its
desolate streets and the absence of the usual night time activities. The bluish hue from the
snow and the blue-faced prostitutes turn the city into a surreal landscape which heightens
Galip’s sense of being an outsider, even though he is a local of the city. This sense of
alienation and detachment from his habitat creates a schism in his ‘self’, which the novel
exaggerates into a surrealistic mise en scene that brings into sharp relief the difference
between the subject and his environment. This conflict between Galip and the cityscape
serves the purpose of representing Galip’s internal struggle as he feels he is losing his identity
in the, by now unfamiliar, city. Pamuk uses this schism within Galip’s ‘self’ to explore the
idea of reality, i.e. the experience of the sensory world, vis-a-vis familiarity and extends the
concept of reality (or sensory experiences) to mean social conditioning by an ideology
sponsored by the state. The relationship between ‘self’ and the reality of that self is
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understood in terms of the flâneur subject’s ambulating the city streets in search of something
lost, and the narrative does not culminate in a conclusive discovery of the loss but rather a
‘realisation’ of what the self is, a realization which is paradoxically reached by the loss of
selfhood.
Through the dialectic of ‘self’ and reality, Pamuk explores the nature of ideology, a
paradigm by which the subject perceives not only his habitat but himself as well. What is
important for Pamuk is the enabling, or rather disabling, role that ideology plays in the
‘realisation’ of selfhood, and ultimately identity. The self, an ontological category, is, thus,
placed foremost in the understanding of reality or rather socially conditioned reality which we
can call ideology. Unlike Benjamin’s flâneur who stands at the threshold of the metropolis
and the middle-class, a notion the inspiration of which he took from Baudelaire’s bourgeois
dandy who ambles while killing time at the arcades of Paris, Pamuk’s flâneur-type
protagonist, albeit from the middle class, stands at a different kind of threshold. It is the
threshold of the self which the subject is on the verge of abandoning, and, as he searches for
the lost Beloved, becoming one with the ‘other’. In other words, whereas the flâneur remains
on the edge of middle class society, not leaving it but also not entering it in order to retain his
gaze over it, the subject of Pamuk’s narrative, the dervish, not only estranges himself from
bourgeois society but also dislodges the identity associated with this society by losing himself
in the city so that he is able to merge with his Beloved, who is also the ‘other’.
It should be mentioned here that the ideal of salvation of the dervish or the Sufi is not
a utopian paradise either in heaven or earth, but rather it is the union with the Beloved, the
object of their devotion, worship and search. This ideal can be achieved through asceticism,
self-negation and the renunciation of the physical pleasures of the sensory realm. Often in
classical Persian poetry, mostly in love poems, the lover or the beloved of the poet becomes a
metaphor for the divine Beloved, the ultimate other, of whom the earthly or sensuous lover is
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a manifestation only. For this reason, the longing of the Sufi for the Beloved takes on the
erotic aspects of union with a lover, and very often the love stories represented in poetry are
allegorical narratives of the desire and search of the Sufi wanderer for the ‘Other’ with whom
s/he wishes to become one. Ironically, this can be achieved only once the selfhood of the Sufi
is effaced and s/he is completely disassociated with the sensory and material world. This stage
of Sufi devotion is known as fana’a.
In the case of The Black Book, the plot is focused primarily on an existential crisis
situated in the unfolding of events that concern one individual, Galip, and does not address the
entire collectivity of Istanbul. The characters in the novel are not fully rounded or developed
but instead serve in the development and transition of a single subject. Although there are two
voices in the narrative, they eventually merge into each other. The protagonist, Galip, does
not appear as a first person narrator but it is easily understood that the chapters alternate
between his perspective as the subject, which is the ‘self’, and the columns written by his
journalist cousin Celal in the first person narrative which also functions as the ‘other’. The
plot hinges on Galip’s search for Celal who he suspects has run away with Rüya to help Celal
with the memory which he is losing. This search becomes a parable of sorts with Galip
representing the self which ultimately sheds off its own identity to assume the identity of the
‘other’. This occurs when Galip moves into Celal’s apartment and assumes his identity,
writing his columns under his name. This sense of loss, self-effacement and the attainment of
the ‘other’ takes place in the space of the city, which functions as a space where reality,
ideology and even the ‘other’ is manifested. The interesting aspect of the novel’s narrative,
however, which is my point of contention as well, is that this transition in the subject takes
place not through a materialist understanding of ideology as false consciousness but rather as
a Sufic negation of any and all ideological understandings of reality, which leads to ultimate
self-effacement and enables the subject actually to merge with the ‘other’.
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Before expanding any further upon the subject’s self and its relation to Sufiism, it is
important to keep in mind the gaze and experience of the flâneur-type protagonist in the city
of Istanbul. His city ‘imaginary’ is very much conditioned by an historical awareness of
shifting identities of the city’s inhabitants and even of the city itself. This historical
awareness gives rise to a consciousness of ideology as a key factor of the identity shifts of the
city. The city is shown to be peopled by characters who represent loss as they are stripped of
an authentic identity and made to adjust to a new one, this trauma having been inflicted by
ideologically-driven social movements. The seemingly well-planned and purposeful search
around the city by Galip, the protagonist, is in fact guided by confused conjecture, and does
more to inform and shape the city rather than find the whereabouts of his missing wife Rüya.
Here, the metaphorical status of Rüya, meaning ‘dream’ and also being the name of a cinema,
is apparent as a dream pursued at the cost of the collective memory of a city. This loss of
collective memory refers to the cultural engineering that took place at the time of the
foundation of the Republic. During this time, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk brought into effect
certain laws which strictly imposed restrictions on the public visibility of traditional costume
and implemented language reforms in which the script of the Turkish language was
Romanised and the language was ‘purged’ of all ‘foreign’ lexical items such as those from
Persian and the Arabic. Furthermore, the model of the Republic was itself based on the French
state model, and all Osmanli political institutions were abolished.
Then a map floated into the room like a magic carpet; Galip woke in a flash and
sprang to his feet; he walked across the overheated room, trying to pump some life
back into his tired legs, and there, on the table, was the map of the storybook planet. It
was covered with arrows - and wasn’t it amazing? – they’d been drawn with a green
ballpoint pen.
Their first step would be to establish a new state along the Bosphorus and the
Dardanelles. But instead of bringing in new settlers to populate this new state, as their
predecessors had done a thousand years ago, they would turn the old inhabitants into
“new people” tailored to serve their purposes. No need to read Ibn Khaldun; those
charged with this task would quickly guess that the only way forward was to rip away
your memories, our past, our history, leaving us with nothing to share but our
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misfortunes. It was known that Turkish children attending the shadowy missionary
schools in the back streets of Beyoglu and the hills overlooking the Bosphorus had
once been made to drink a certain lilac-coloured liquid (remember that colour, said
Mother, who was drinking in her husband’s every word). But later on, the Western
bloc’s “humanitarian wing” had declared this reckless initiative too dangerous on
chemical grounds and switched to a gentler approach that promised longer-lasting
results: the new plan was to erode our collective memory with movie music. 69

Galip, while loitering around the city streets looking for Rüya’s ex-husband’s house, arrives
in a neighbourhood which was once a housing colony for leftist activists. Her ex-husband had
formerly been a Marxist who had lived with Rüya in this neighbourhood before she changed
her mind and feelings and left him. He himself had abandoned the leftist political enthusiasm
of his youth and settled to a life of deciphering the meaning behind ‘everything’, discovering
that they had been duped by the state all along. In the above passage Galip is remembering
Rüya’s ex-husband’s diatribe against an imposition of a “new state” along the Bosphorus and
Dardenelles. It is an irregular imposition because the people already settled there are rooted in
their region and have been forced to change into “new people” who can serve the purpose of
the new state. To appease the Western countries’ humanitarian concerns against any kind of
coercion, instead of making their young children drink the “lilac liquid”, a suggestion of
explicit conversion, in missionary schools, they were bombarded with television and film
images that would indoctrinate them into a foreign lifestyle and ideology. The heavily
symbolic and satirical language brings forth the duplicity at work under the surface of
“humanitarian” concerns that would prefer implicit cultural erosion to an explicit missionary
style ‘conversion’ to a Westernised modernity which the state demanded.
Pamuk’s way of viewing the state apparatus at work is through the eyes of the
alienated subject who roams the city. The critique that comes from this subject, however, is
not that of a materialistic understanding of cultural hegemony and class conflict but rather a
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critique that stems from a mystical tradition within Turkey itself. The flâneur-type subject’s
conflict with ideology takes the shape of an existentialist crisis not unlike that of a dervish.
The dervish is a social anomaly70, similar to the Nietzschean madman who cried in the
city streets that God is dead because there was nothing at the end of life’s struggle. It is,
however, not the same because, in this case, the dervish is not separate from the object of his
quest and, instead of the disillusionment of the former, he cries out in the city streets like alHallaj that “I am the Truth”, embracing union with the object of his quest.71 The existential
crisis does not, therefore, culminate in a nihilistic understanding of ‘reality’, but rather the
recognition of the paradox that there is no absolute truth even though the truth resides with the
‘self’. By declaring the ‘self’ to be the truth as the (in)famous dervish al-Hallaj did, he
challenges the authority of any ideology propagated by an institution or even the state for that
matter. The realisation of one’s ‘self’ is the only truth there is; all else is secondary reality, a
concept to which I will return shortly.
If the flâneur-type subject represents the experience of the material city, the dervish
represents the more implicit and ‘imaginal’ experiences the city provides for the subject. And
in the protagonist they are brought together. The imaginal experiences of the city are desire,
‘secondary reality’, a sense of loss and memory. The ‘imaginal’ city constitutes these
concepts. This imaginal domain is, in addition, shared by the flâneur-type as conceptualised
by Baudelaire who laments the loss of the old Paris in Les Fleurs de Mal and in Paris Spleen
where the city is eroticised as a male gaze is cast over the crowd, and an “ineffable orgy, that
holy prostitution of the soul which gives itself totally” is performed.72 Benjamin states that
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Baudelaire’s flâneur is an alienated man who “realizes his only sexual communion with a
whore” and who hides behind his lifestyle the looming desolation of a big city dweller. 73 The
eroticised and ephemeral aspect of the city is represented in the image of a woman and death
that intermingle with the city. 74 So, similar to the dervish, the flâneur also seeks selfeffacement but preferably in the crowds of Paris where the dialectic of ‘self’ and ‘other’ is
visible as well. In his comments on Baudelaire’s flâneur, Benjamin observes that:
He seeks refuge in the crowd […]. The crowd is the veil through which the city
beckons to the flâneur as phantasmagoria – now a landscape, now a room.75

In a more historical and traditional context, being a follower of a Sufi order or ‘tariqah’, the
dervish’s goal is to reach the ‘truth’, where the beloved is stationed on the metaphoric Mount
Kaf. Very often a dervish’s wandering around the city is represented as erotic desire and
longing (called Ishq/ Aşk), and the beloved or truth is represented as material beauty (nongender specific human beauty). Pamuk associates ideology with a disordered erotic desire,
and mysticism or the dervish’s quest becomes a means of coming to an understanding of this
as a secondary reality. In an essay entitled “Mysticism in Contemporary Islamic Political
Thought: Orhan Pamuk and Abdolkarim Soroush”, John von Heyking has given a detailed
account of Pamuk’s criticism of state-sponsored ideologies. He writes that, “Turkish novelist
Orhan Pamuk and Iranian philosopher Abdolkarim Soroush analyse the ideological
movements of their societies in terms comparable to Voegelin’s, and experiment with
mysticism, not as an escape from the ideological furnace, but as a means of recapturing a
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more authentic experience of reality characterized by existential openness.” 76 In a comparison
between Pamuk and Soroush, Heyking points out that Pamuk experiments with mysticism
because the Middle East is otherwise chronically plagued by ideologies, both political and
religious, and in this swamp it is of the essence to find an authentic voice and selfhood.
The concept of ‘secondary-reality’ comes from the writings of political philosopher
Eric Voegelin who was critical of modernity and the tendency of continental political
philosophy towards what he termed ‘gnosticism’. Voegelin had proposed that political
philosophies and “modern thought movements like progressivism, positivism, Hegelianism
and Marxism, are variants of Gnosticism”, and were no better than idealistic and selfreferential world-views that were propagating and waiting for a magical utopia.77 These
thought movements are significant in the Turkish context because they were detrimental in
determining the direction that the Republic took in the early 20 th century. The young Republic
was militantly positivist and progressivist and, in its suppression of anything that was deemed
contrary to the Turkish ‘nation’, it exercised complete control. The belief in its ideals that it
demanded was quasi-religious. Pamuk makes an intrusion in such a dominant state ideology
through a mystic/dervish figure as he turns over the epistemological basis of the political
world-view, which claims knowledge of everything, to an ontological premise. Through the
refutation of such a political world-view by projecting an individual’s spiritual crisis over an
entire city, therefore, he turns it into a collective struggle because the loss of identity of a
‘nation’ that was rooted in its past is implicated here, and this gives the dervish a degree of
agency. The dervish’s quest is not simply an individual’s search for identity but, through the
figure of the dervish, an intervention into state ideology takes place. In this scenario more
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than one individual is implicated in the search for ‘self’ because, ultimately, it is the collective
memory that is being lost: “whatever the map said, the city of Istanbul was swarming with
people who had set out on the same journey!” 78 Pamuk’s itinerant protagonist, as he wanders
around the city, realizes, on seeing the maps from the Istanbul directory, that others like him
had followed an itinerary similar to his around the city. This revelation takes the focus away
from the individual and implicates the denizens of an entire city who are seen by Pamuk to
have been wandering around the city as if in a quest. It points to the young republic’s attempts
to construct an identity for its citizens, but it also meant that the diverse population of the
nation state had to go through the erasure of culture memory which left them in an identity
crisis and alienated from their past as well as their present. For Pamuk this is a significant
aspect of the city experience in the mid-twentieth century, the city, which, according to him,
was teeming with inhabitants who had been trying to adjust to the militaristic state
intervention in their private lives meant to tailor a national identity based on its progressivist
and positivist ideals.
As the cityscape reinforces the sense of alienation of the subject, the protagonist’s
longing for the familiar face of his beloved is intensified and turns into an erotic desire
because he is trying to fend off forgetfulness and loss of memories which are supposed to give
a sense of identity, and, therefore, the subject clings desperately to them. Hence Pamuk’s
protagonist, like a dervish, looks inward and holds on to his memories:
If I’m not asleep by now dear readers, I’ll become an unhappy lover searching for an
exact copy of a lost sweetheart but losing all trace of her in my memories; I shall roam
around the city, searching for my beloved, searching for my very past behind every
door I open, every opium den I visit, and every gathering of story tellers, every house I
find where songs are sung.79
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As the dervish makes his rounds of the city, he changes the landscape into a surrealistic space
where Sufi narratives are played out.80 The space of the city is significant in this respect
because it has ties with the past that the flâneur/dervish is trying to resurrect. The act of
remembering and the evocation of memories is a feature of the dervish and tends to eroticise
the cityscape which challenges social normativity and, in effect, ‘reality’ on many levels. Not
unlike Baudilaire’s flâneur, the dervish searches for the presence of the ‘beloved’ who is a
woman with whom he has spent transitory moments in the city. On her disappearance he is
forever plagued by her absence, and, as he searches for her, the urban landscape takes on an
erotic quality. It is an erotic quality because there is no fulfilment but there is the hope of
finding the object of one’s desire, and, in a way, the search for the beloved becomes more
meaningful than the beloved herself. The beloved is kept elusive and unknown, in keeping
with the tradition of Sufi literature where her or his full presence is not significant, but rather
the parts of her/his form or her/his memory evoke desire in the Sufi traveller. Similarly we
never actually get to see Rüya in the novel, and it is only the search for her whereabouts that
gives meaning to Galip’s existence:
Up and down every street he went, entering every room, every tavern, peering into
every corner and under every stone; he visited each and every one of his beloved’s old
friends, and every acquaintance they had in common, and all the places in the city he’d
most loved, every mosque and every lodge he’d ever been known to frequent, until the
moment arrived when the search itself became more important than the answer he’d
come to seek.81

In the Sufi tradition, union with the beloved also means self-effacement and selfannihilation, and, using this trope, insinuates similar consequences for finding the ‘beloved’,
which would also lead to a resolution of the identity crisis that the dervish subject is going
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through. Although the eroticisation of the city in The Black Book might seemingly indicate
the search for the ‘female’ beloved Rüya, it is also a search for Celal, Galip’s older male
cousin. Both Celal and Rüya are together in this case, the former representing the ‘other’, and
the latter representing union or fulfilment. Galip achieves the path to the ‘other’, i.e. he
assumes Celal’s identity, but not sexual union/fulfilment which would have come with finding
his wife Rüya. This failure points to Galip’s unresolved and ongoing sense of incompleteness.
Hence in writing, which was Celal’s vocation, Galip achieves some sort of ‘textual
gratification’ as his new identity of a writer allows him to remember Rüya in so many
different ways.
Erdag Göknar has proposed that, with this trope, Pamuk actually found his voice as an
author. By adopting the mystic’s perspective, Pamuk broke away from the realist tradition of
the Republican Turkish novel and developed a unique style. According to Göknar:
Pamuk developed this sacred aspect of fiction by reflecting it in the form of the secular
novel. As such, Pamuk’s work began to represent both the secular modernist approach
as well as one that was mystical and (from the perspective of the state)
anachronistically “pre-modern”. […]
The Black Book is a very inward-looking novel that excavates the city of Istanbul to
find connections between European and Middle Eastern cultures and forms. The
protagonist, as is common in Pamuk’s world, undergoes various transformations from
lawyer to detective, from reader to nonfiction journalist, and finally to author. 82

In these transformations from one identity to another, there is a development towards an
authorial voice which is pertinent to Pamuk himself, but there seems to be a wider implication
of abandoning and then adopting an ‘other’ identity for the Turkish context. Where Goknar
has identified a very important aspect of literary development in Turkey from the Republican
novel to an anachronistically ‘pre-modern’ incorporation of sacred tropes and literary
structures in the form of the novel, which he associates especially with Pamuk, the
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transformations in identity depicted in this narrative hold wider applications than to Pamuk’s
authorial agency only. The narrative of this literary style suggests the abandonment of a
previous identity, which is a sort of self-effacement where the republican citizen dies to be
recast as a social outcast. It is a development of narrative from Republican to purely
subjective so that an identity can be realised from an ontological premise which Pamuk
locates within a Perso-Islamic poetic framework.

The City of Hearts:
In this section I will highlight three narratives from the Sufi tradition of poetry which
have influenced the plot of The Black Book as an aesthetic and disruptive element. The novel
deploys such a narrative and not Sufism itself. The Sufi narrative is part and parcel of the
literary techniques of extended metaphor (conceit), parody and irony which create a richness
in text and provide intertextuality.
The city of Istanbul in The Black Book is inscribed with a search for Celal Salik,
Galip’s cousin and Rüya’s half-brother. What begins for Galip as the perplexing and
inexplicable disappearance of his wife turns into a literary excavation of Celal’s columns,
which he used to write for the newspaper Milliyet, and involves the gleaning of meanings and
signs from the columns. The narrative of the novel alternates between two perspectives, one
of Galip the protagonist in search of his missing wife, Rüya, and the other of Celal, Rüya’s
older half-brother and Galip’s cousin. Although the two are separate characters, towards the
end of the novel Galip assumes Celal’s position as a columnist in the newspaper Milliyet and
starts writing as him. Both Rüya and Celal have disappeared together, and we become
familiar with Celal’s narrative voice only through his columns which appear in every other
chapter. Considering the extensive inter-textual referencing Pamuk has made, drawing from
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an eclectic source pool of European and Middle-Eastern literature, the influence that other
texts have had on his own writing style is obvious. His narrative is especially heavily
influenced by classical Persian literature, like the Mathnawi-e-Ma’anvi by Jelal-ud-Din
Rumi83, Mantiq-ut-tayr by Farid-ud-Din Attar84, and Hüsn ü Aşk by Sheikh Galip.85
Pamuk’s narratives draw from poetry because Persian and Ottoman poetry was very
often inspired by, and employed the allegories of, spiritual conditions, and lyrical language
was considered the best means of communicating these conditions. Spiritual conditions
stemmed from existential angst which derived in part from an accumulation of materiality.
This existential angst, which could be said to be a European philosophical concept, is a useful
term in this context because it captures a crisis of the ‘self’ when faced with existential
questions, and it can be defined as bewilderment at the prospect of there being no meaning to
existence. In Islamic mysticism, such bewilderment is welcomed and channelled onto a single
point of focus, the Beloved, and the mystic is encouraged to cultivate bewilderment or
‘hayrah’ at the immense beauty of the Beloved. In the Islamic mystical tradition, this roughly
translates into an acknowledgement of the failure to grasp or comprehend truth or reality
fully, thus freeing the concept of reality from materialist ideologies and paradigms. Hence the
purpose of mystical allegories in the epics mentioned above was to subvert conventional
thought which ascribed materiality to reality. It put question marks behind the nature of
reality, and human existential crisis was often dealt with in the process. I will briefly go over
the stories that these poems convey and then attempt a reading of the text in the light of these
classical narratives which highlight the city as a space of unfamiliarity and self-discovery.
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The plot of The Black Book is structured around a story called Hüsn ü Aşk, which was
a poem written by the seventeenth century Ottoman poet Sheikh Galip, who was also the last
classical divan poet in Ottoman history. The story’s plot is rudimentary enough, revolving
around two adolescent lovers, Hüsn (Beauty) and Aşk /Ishq (Passion/Love), who live in a
place called the Land of Hearts. Although betrothed to each other, they cross the boundaries
of social norms and are separated from each other. Consequently Aşk /Ishq sets out on a quest
in search of Hüsn, and, after many trials and ordeals, he comes to the realisation that he had in
actuality never been separated from Hüsn his beloved, and all he needs to do is to look into a
mirror and be able to see her in himself.
The second story is from Mantiq-ut-Tayr, “The Conference of the Birds”, written by
Farid-ud-Din Attar in 1177 A.D. The parable goes that all the birds on Earth once gathered
together and, after a mutual consultation, decided they needed a king. The Hoopoe (Hudhud
in Persian/Arabic), a bird of great wisdom and insight who had also worked in the service of
the great King Solomon, volunteered to take the birds on a journey to Mount Kaf, where the
Simurgh was said to be enthroned. The Hoopoe warned the birds of the perilousness of the
journey and prophesised that not all of the birds would be able to cross over the seven valleys
of trial to Mount Kaf. True enough, right at the beginning many birds started giving excuses
for not going through the ordeal and remained behind. The birds, in fact, represented human
characteristics which can hold an individual back from taking on a difficult task, for instance,
the parrot said he was happy being a beautiful bird and would remain in his cage, the
nightingale said he was happy being the lover of the rose and couldn’t leave, the owl wanted
to remain in the vast ruins that were his dominion, etc. In the end, when they at last reached
the last valley, only thirty birds remained. Finally, on Mount Kaf, they were admitted inside
the Simurgh’s palace and brought to his throne. On reaching the Simurgh’s throne they were
bewildered to see that there was a mirror there instead of the beautiful bird, and in the mirror
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the thirty birds were confronted with their own reflections. Simurgh actually means ‘thirty
birds’ in Persian, and, when faced with their own collective image, the birds realised that they
were parts belonging to a ‘whole’ which is the Truth, and it was themselves they were
seeking.
The third tale is not a story but factual events from the life of the thirteenth century
Sufi poet Mevlana Jelal-ud-Din Rumi. The events refer to Rumi’s love for his spiritual teacher
or pir, Shams Tabriz, who was a homeless dervish and who Rumi had found roaming in the
streets of Damascus. On seeing the affection that Mevlana Rumi bestowed upon Shams, his
disciples, including his son, grew jealous. Rumi even had Shams married to his daughter, and
the familial ties help to bring them closer together. This all came to an end when one morning
Shams’s body was found in a well, and he was believed to have been murdered by an angry
mob. After Shams’s death, Rumi was devastated and his deep sense of loss reflected in his
poetry. He penned an entire divan, the famous Divan-e-Shams, on his loss, and in the end he
came to the conclusion that he himself was Shams and he no longer needed to search the
world either for him or his likeness.
By incorporating these three narratives into his novel, it has been argued, Pamuk may
simply have been creating an ‘atmosphere’ of mystery, an oriental backdrop to a modern
situation. Ian Almond in The New Orientalists is of such a view: “What such a treatment
suggests in Pamuk’s books is that Islam is somehow ‘foreign’ to the novel; that the only place
Islam, with its exclusivist claims as a master narrative and its reservation towards
representation, can have in another narrative is as a background, an entertaining collection of
fragments.”86 He argues that Islam is ‘safely’ kept ‘other’ so that it does not affect the secular
and contemporary feel of the narrative and it is used only to imbue the narrative with a sense
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of melancholy. This melancholy is understood by Almond to mean a metaphorical
disillusionment, that, since Pamuk writes from outside the western tradition, he has no Church
to rail against and “Islam provides the local version.” 87 Hence it could be argued that Pamuk
has orientalised and appropriated Islamic tropes in order to convey an existentialist angst in an
authoritarian regime, and at the same time to create an ambience of the much-loved oriental
tale or a ‘mystery’, where a ‘Western’ subject like the modern Galip, is enabled to define
him/herself in juxtaposition to the Islamic ‘other’.
Although Almond’s analysis of The Black Book is incisive, my contention with it is
that it focuses only on the alleged orientalism and parodic consistency of the text which
appears to have been directed against Sufism. While his analysis makes valuable
observations on Pamuk’s use of tropes from Sufi literature, like the dissolution of the ‘self’ as
a loss of identity, I would argue that an important aspect of this trope can be gleaned from the
three narratives I have identified in the novel. On my reading of these tropes I find that Pamuk
is not orientalistic but that he has, in fact, appropriated certain stylistic devices from divan
poetry rather than lifting tropes directly from Sufism (a tradition of embodied practice
including recitation gatherings, ritualistic worship, etc.) with the alleged purpose of giving
an oriental mystique to his own narrative.
Imagery in divan poetry, which is a collection of poetry by a single poet in both the
classical Persian and Ottoman poetic literary traditions, is heavily influenced by metaphorical
images and objects from mystical Islam, and Pamuk appropriates a similar literary device in
his novels by deploying images from classical Persian literature. Whether this can be termed
orientalism is a multifaceted debate. When it comes to Pamuk’s deployment of ‘oriental’
tropes, as discussed in the Introduction, ‘orientalism’ carries with it several complexities
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related to the internalised orientalism of the young Turkish Republic in the early 20 th century
and to his self-reflexive, yet self-admittedly western, gaze of viewing his own culture as an
“exquisite failure” to which I earlier referred as ‘quasi-orientalism’.88 Pamuk’s narrative style
cannot be reduced to being termed orientalistic but it can be called nazire, a way of writing
poetry that has been self-reflexively mentioned in the text itself:
Galip realized how Celal had often talked for hours into the night about the fine art of
nazire, a poem that sets out to imitate an existing poem in both form and content; it
was, he’d said, the only skill he had. As Rüya nibbled on the cakes they’d bought
along the way, Celal would confess that he’d written many – perhaps all – of his
columns with the help of others; the important thing was not to create something but to
draw instead from the marvels created over thousands of years by the many thousands
of great minds who’d come before us, to change here and there and turn it into
something new; this, said, was why he always drew his columns from other
sources.”89

As the Ottomanist Walter Andrews notes, nazire is an echo and overwriting of an
anterior poem and functions as a “merciless re-reading” of its predecessors.90 What Celal does
to create his columns, i.e. drawing from other sources following the fine art of nazire, is not
unlike what Pamuk has done with The Black Book. Not only that but, like a divan poet, he has
made use of poetic conceit in order to form layers of texts, and we are given a glimpse of the
subject through references he makes in passing. Technically the novel is a European literary
form, but in narrative style Pamuk has deployed an elaborate poetic conceit which functions
to carry the spirit of his critique of authoritarian ideologies within a literary narrative. Coupled
with that, what divan poets call ‘erudite ignorance’ has also been employed by Pamuk, in the
light of which, if we consider the chapter “Who Killed Shams of Tabrez?” where an apparent
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allegation against Rumi is made of having murdered Sham Tabrezi which actually has no
basis in factual history, we can come to understand that this is not a mere appropriation of an
Oriental ‘tale’ but rather a meaningful or knowledgeable ignorance, a type of irony that
Pamuk deploys to parody orientalist accounts of Rumi’s life. Although the resultant body of
text produced can be dense and confusing for a reader who is not aware of this
experimentation with narrative style, there are pointers here and there in the text which help
the reader navigate his/her way through the novel. The novel’s narrative is not only a textual
palimpsest but I argue that, in its description of the city of Istanbul, the narrative style
presents it as a mirror where the subject/dervish is confronted with his ‘self’.
This brings us back to the Sufi narratives I mentioned earlier. The common aspect of
all three narratives is the search for a ‘beloved’ which culminates in a discovery of the ‘self’.
Each protagonist comes to the realisation that the beloved s/he is searching for is actually
him/herself, and this trope plays a crucial role in the issue of identity that Pamuk obsessively
keeps raising. In the chapter “In Which the Story Goes Through the Looking Glass” a
transition takes place in the identity of the columnist Celal as we realise that it is Galip who is
the author of the column. In this chapter, one identity is realised while the other is shed off.
Galip assumes Celal’s vocation, and this chapter is the first column that he writes on Galip’s,
i.e. his own, search for Rüya:
I dreamed that I had at last become the person I’ve always longed to become. In the
midst of life, wandering through the muddy concrete forest that is our city, in a dark
street swarming with dark faces: my dream my Rüya. 91

But strangely enough, this smudges, if not erases entirely, the distinction between Celal and
Galip. Galip writes under Celal’s name and even adopts his style of prose, but the story he has
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to tell is about himself and Rüya. When, in this same column, he relates the story of Hüsn ü
Aşk, revealing the plot structure of the novel at the same time, the symmetry between Galip
and Sheikh Galip the poet, the City of Hearts Apartments and the Land of Hearts, Rüya and
Hüsn, the prostitute dressed up as a famous film actress and the painted witch, etc., becomes
evident. For Galip, the prose of the newspaper columns provides the ‘textual gratification’
which had come to Aşk, through poetry: “At long last, Poetry, who had been following him
all along in disguise, came to him and said, ‘You are your beloved, and your beloved is you;
can’t you see this?’”92 The narrative of the poem Hüsn ü Aşk, which is also the broader
structure of the plot, throws light on the personal identity crisis of the subject Galip as he
writes about the city and turns it into a means of self-reflection. The city is hence represented
in the narrative as a mirror which I will discuss in more detail later.
In addition to Sheikh Galip’s poem, the protagonist’s taking Celal’s place in the
newspaper Miiliyet, writing in his place as a columnist, is also reminiscent of the poet Jelalud-Din Rumi’s penning of a divan under the name of his lost teacher or pir Shams Tabrezi.
But the similarities here are restricted to these actual events only because the rest of Pamuk’s
appropriation of historical figures in the chapter “Who killed Shams of Tabrez”, is more like a
parody of orientalist fascination with Rumi’s life and of the positivist outlook adopted by the
Young Turks and Republican occidentalists93. The parody includes the reading of a sexual
relation in Rumi and Shams Tabrezi’s friendship and the exaggerated claims made by Celal
that Rumi was not only guilty of plagiarism but of murder as well. Using the literary device
of the ‘conceit’, an extended metaphor that divan poets were not unfamiliar with, positivist
speculations about the famous Islamic mystic are parodied, as is the orientalist fascination
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with the homo-eroticism attributed to Muslim mystics. Galip, the protagonist of the novel, is
then ‘united’, in name at least, with Celal, and, by adopting his style of writing, he also starts
seeing the city as Celal did. But Celal had an obsession with searching for signs all over the
city that would foretell the coming of the ‘Mahdi’, a messianic figure who would absolve the
nation on a Day of Judgement. Galip is initially drawn into the quagmire of esoteric signs and
a ‘secret’ Sufi order that had been influentially working in the city for hundreds of years, but,
like Aşk, he comes to the realisation that there is no mystery, and that it is alright to live
outside ideological obsession. This realisation can be achieved only through confrontation
with the ‘other’ so that the subject can see that his ‘self’ is not different from the ‘other’.
The ideological obsession of the nation state mentioned above is represented by the
city made opaque with the presence of signs everywhere. Galip, led on by his fervent readings
of Celal’s columns like many of his other readers in the city, roams the city in an almost
dreamlike state, trying to read esoteric signs everywhere. Everyone everywhere who has read
this meaning in the newspaper columns begins waiting for the Mahdi or the Messiah who will
one day deliver them to a paradise. Here again we see an extended metaphor or poetic conceit
used in the novel with reference to the Hurufi sect in Islam, the founder of which had created
a vast literature on the nature of language and its relationship to the material world. This
group believed that words and numbers had esoteric meanings which the initiated could read,
and they practiced their science, because it was more of a technical deciphering of letters,
words and numbers, in an almost similar fashion to the practice of the Kabbalists. Although
this sect did not gather much momentum in mainstream Islam as Sufism did, its practices still
connote an almost obsessive compulsive reading of ‘signs’. Pamuk introduces this trope to
parody the left-wing in the early Republic who would be obsessive over a utopian end to their
struggle to Westernise the nation completely and become a ‘modern’ country which would
have been their paradise. By likening them to an esoteric order, the almost religious zeal of
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their ideological movement is parodied because, ironically, the young Republic had viciously
stamped out dervish lodges and Sufi gatherings in its bid to secularise the country.
“The third Bektaşi wave”, Saim now said, “began fifty years after the founding of the
Republic, but in a new disguise. They were no longer Naksbendis; now they called
themselves Marxist-Leninists.”94

The reference here is to the Bektaşi order which was influenced by Hurufism and whose
sheikhs were executed in the communist revolution in Albania, a former Ottoman territory.
This metaphor not only parodies the cult of personality that Communism had become but it
also refers to the Turkish Republican context where they were living “someone else’s dream”,
an insinuation about a similar clamping down of local spaces of Sufi conventions or schools
of thought that were deemed dissident and possible sites of ant-nationalist discourse.
Intertextual references to Attar’s “Conference of the Birds” reinforce the idea of the
city as a space in which to seek answers. The flâneur-type subject does not need to go further
than Istanbul to find his object of desire and also, in the process, to find his identity. This is
because, ultimately, it is through the subject’s confrontation with the object, the ‘I’ coming
face to face with the ‘other’, that self-awareness and identity is realised.
The scene in which storytellers gathered in a tavern in the middle of the night, each to
tell a “love story”, had been lifted from Attar’s Conference of the Birds, as was the
scene in which the poet, roaming about the city and drunk with the mystery rising
from the streets, shops, and windows, finally understands that he is in Mount Kaf,
seeking none other than himself; this last scene stood for the stage when the Sufi
traveller achieved “absolute union with God” (or dissolving into the absolute), as
described in the same book.95

The “absolute union with God” or dissolving into the absolute is the key to understanding the
dissolution of the self that Pamuk’s protagonist seeks in the form of sexual gratification which
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is a dissolution of the self into the other, albeit a temporary one. By losing the ‘self’ in its
confrontation with the sought-after or desired ‘other’, the subject’s identity is merged with
that of his beloved and he realises that he is the ‘other’ he had been seeking all along. In this
way, the crisis of his identity is resolved.
In the reference that Pamuk makes towards a “love story”, the union with a lover often
stands as an allegory for the dissolution of the self in its union with God. Celal’s search for
Rüya, who has run away with Galip, and Aşk’s search for Hüsn are parallel narratives where
the former is the physical desire for a beloved and the latter is an allegorical quest that
belongs in the symbolic realm of the imaginal. In this way the city of Istanbul, where Celal
loses his identity or ‘self’ as he adopts the identity of Galip, becomes the City of Hearts
where Aşk is confronted with a mirror and realises that he is the person he has been seeking
all this time.
In Hüsn u Aşk and Mantiq-ut-Tayr (“The Conference of the Birds”), the concept of the
mirror on Mount Kaf is pivotal in this confrontation with the ‘self’. In his poetry and prose,
Rumi has also written at length about the mirror of the heart which needs to be polished so as
to see one’s self with clarity. In this context, the mirror connotes two associations, one with
identity and the other with the city of Istanbul. The metaphorical mirror exists in the city
where the subject finally sees himself instead the object of his search.
The City as Mirror
The motif of the mirror derived from the narratives has multiple functions. It serves as
an ontological premise and also represents the mirroring effect of the city on the subject.
Chapter 33, entitled “Mysterious Paintings”, begins with an epigraph which reads, ‘The
mystery I took from the Mathnawi – Sheikh Galip’, which is based on a parable about a
competition arranged by a Sultan between Chinese and Greek artists. The two groups, in a
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single room divided by a curtain, proceed to paint two facing walls. The Chinese paint a
beautiful painting on one wall and the Greeks start working on polishing the other wall to
such an extent that it becomes a smooth reflective surface like a mirror. When the curtain is
finally pulled open, the people are amazed to see the beautiful Chinese painting reflected on
the opposite wall with the added light reflected off the wall as well. With this parable Rumi
intended to explain the significance of ‘reflection’, with the metaphorical mirror of the heart,
in the ability to see the idea behind the form of a thing.
Similar to this parable, in Chapter 33 of The Black Book there is a story of a Beyoglu
gangster who inaugurates a “den of iniquity” in Beyoglu’s red light district. To commemorate
the occasion he arranges a painting competition. He commissions two artists to paint the city
of Istanbul on two facing walls of the lobby of his pleasure palace. A curtain is used to hide
each artist’s work from the other and they then set to work. After 180 days, the curtain is
removed, and the guests see a painting of the city on one wall and, on the opposite wall, a
large mirror reflecting the painting. From that time on the visitors to the pleasure palace could
see objects from the city’s painting reflected in the mirror but in a completely different light.
The enormous bird in the fresco became, in the mirror, a creature of legend, slowly
and languorously opening its wings; in the mirror, simple fronts of old wooden
mansions became terrified faces; fairgrounds and merry-go-rounds became brighter,
more animated; every street car, horse cart, minaret, bridge, murderer, pudding shop,
park, seaside café, ferryboat, inscription, and trunk was a sign pointing to a better
place. A black book that the first artist had slyly placed in the hands of a blind beggar
became in the mirror a book of two parts, two meanings and two stories; but when you
returned to the first wall, you saw that it still held together as a single book, and that
its mystery was lost somewhere inside it.96

If we understand Pamuk’s adaptation of the parable from the Mathnawi as the literary
device of nazire, than we have to see the reflection of the city or the mirrored city as an
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ideation as proposed by Rumi, as it is a reiteration of a frequently deployed trope in Sufi
poetry. The encounter with the reflection of the city also evokes a sense of disorientation and
unfamiliarity, not unlike that which the flâneur subject feels when he is actually roaming the
city streets, which is a further twist that Pamuk gives to the flâneur. In the above excerpt,
there is a self-reflexive addition of a ‘black book’ as well which focalises the narrative of the
novel itself and challenges the reader to discern the second story and meaning from the text.
The narrative of the novel, in its ‘reflection’ or representation of the city, brings forth
constructed identities which the mirror-effect tends to dismantle as it reflects back the ‘ideas’
behind the forms instead (in a neo-Platonic sense). In other words, the narrative reveals the
perceived reality of a modern nation state to be a secondary reality which had been
constructed or engineered during the Kemalist reformations in the post-independence years of
the republic. It also reveals the double nature of the city, which is not what it appears to be. In
the passage on the mirrored painting of the city, the idea behind the ideological construct
challenges constructs of secondary reality. It serves to show that the surface is just that, a
surface, underneath which lie other realities. The multiplicity of reflections, meaning and
realities, also poses a challenge to the totalitarian fidelity to a monolithic truth ascribed to a
nationalist identity or even religion. What the nazire or the rhetoric of Sufi literature seems to
be conveying is the existence of as many realities as there are individuals/subjects, and each
subject’s ‘self’ is her/his reality. This forms an ontological basis for an epistemological
plurality.
The trope of the mirrored city similarly appears in the beginning of the novel where
there is not a literal mirror creating the effect of a double surface but there exists another layer
beneath the visible city surface. In his newspaper column, Celal writes about once visiting a
strange house on Kuledibi where a mannequin maker called Bedii Usta had made hundreds of
mannequins on the model of the average Turk. Because of the uncanny realism of his work,
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religious authorities did not let him display his mannequins in public, but, soon after the
creation of the Republic, in the great wave of Westernisation, Bedii Usta thought it was
finally the time when people would appreciate his work. His mannequins were, however, so
realistic that, when he showed them to people running the great department stores, they turned
him down as they thought they looked too much like “us” and were very unlike the European
models whom people were aspiring to look like.
Another, less garrulous, shopkeeper explained that his customers didn’t buy dresses
but dreams. What brought them into his store was the dream of becoming “the others”
who’d worn that dress.97

The department store staff thought that the life-like mannequins would drive away potential
customers because they looked too much like Turkish citizens, and they did not carry enough
resemblance to ‘western’ models to be able to sell the European dream. Dejected, Bedii Usta
went back to his dark atelier and started perfecting the mannequins he had, giving them the
semblance of flesh and blood, and he produced new ones as well. All these mannequins were
first kept in the cellar and then additional cellars were dug out. While showing Celal his
father’s work, Beddi Usta’s son tells him that these mannequins are special because, in their
faces and gestures, can be found the thing that made the Turks who they really were. In a later
chapter, Galip also gets a chance to see the mannequins, but, by that time, almost 20 years
after Celal had written about them, the mannequins populate a larger area of underground
passageways that Bedii Usta and his son had found, and they were now being taken care of by
his grandson. This area of underground passages had expanded quite a lot, and, with the
mannequins representing even actual persons, it gave the impression of another city. But
Galip felt an uncanny affinity with them:
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Their faces were his face, their despair was his despair; they seemed to be inching
toward him, and Galip did not want to look at them, did not dare to look them in the
eye, but he could no more resist them than he could tear himself away from an
identical twin.
[…] they felt the helpless pain known only by those who have lost their homes, their
countries, their past, their history. 98

This underground city represents a double, not unlike the reflected cityscape in the
lobby of the Beyoğlu pleasure palace. It is in fact an echo of that image, because the
underground city does not really represent any ‘historical’ roots of Istanbul but is more of a
mirroring effect where the ‘self’ of the city is reflected in the faces of the mannequins. In
both the instances, it is no longer an individual’s identity at issue; now the collective identity
of a city is implicated. The city’s history, the city’s memory and the city’s identity reflect the
flâneur-type subject’s identity as well because the collective constitutes the individual, and the
modern urban individual’s memory and ‘self’ awareness is intricately tied to his/her city;
both are in a symbiotic relationship. When Galip begins to see himself in the faces of the
mannequins, he realises that his fate is the city’s fate, and he can find what he’s looking for,
which is himself, only in the city itself. The city becomes his Mount Kaf where a mirror is
held up to him and he is able to see his identity, and when it is viewed in this light it becomes
a mediator between the subject and the object of desire. The object of desire, as already
discussed, is none other than the self of the subject or the seeker, which means that, if the
subject is searching for an identity which is contingent on collective memory, it has to come
from each individual’s sense of belonging and even his/her originality in cultural production.
It is of no significance whether the cultural affiliation is Eastern or Western or even
nationalist or religious, a dialectic which has historically informed and inflected the cultural
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diversity of the Turkish republic, because the subject gains agency to decide for
herself/himself how to identify themselves through ‘self’ realisation.
Conclusion
In this chapter I have identified three different elements from The Black Book. These
operate on different levels and function as literary techniques used to produce the novel’s
narrative. These elements are the dervish/flâneur who is the subject of the narrative, the Sufi
narrative, and the city as a setting for the narrative. The Sufi narrative offers an alternative
critical perspective on the issue of identity through a heterodox perspective of ideology. This
narrative is projected onto the city of Istanbul because it is a space where nationality,
nationhood and national identity are most visible and where the citizens are expected to
conform to the nationalist ideology of the nation state, coupled with a rigid religious school of
thought that is often politicised as a constituent of national identity. In this context, the
individual subject is incapacitated by an identity crisis that ensues because of his/her sense of
alienation, and he/she is unable to identify with the city space.
The Sufi narrative provides the subject with a template and an itinerary of the city, but
the actual site of intervention in state-sponsored ideology remains the individual subject who
embodies that intervention. The protagonist of The Black Book, Galip, also the subject of the
narrative, has been made a point of intersection between the Sufi narrative and the city of
Istanbul. This narrative turns the city into a mirror, where Galip can see himself and the crisis
of his cultural identity reflected in the faces of the people, objects and periphera of the city.
The metaphor of the mirror signifies reflection as well as clarity, and for Galip, who had been
reading signs belonging to a secret order all over the city, the realisation comes that the
system of signs, represented by Hurufism in the novel, was simply a delusion. Galip realises
that there are no signs pointing to the coming of a Messiah, or a revolution, or any other form
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of utopia for that matter. This system of signs that foretells the coming of a utopian age
brought about by a saviour can be seen as a semiotic system like any religion or political
ideology. By refusing to read signs everywhere in the city, the subject frees himself from the
bind of this semiotic system which imposes meanings and definitions on objects, persons and
events. Like a dervish, the subject frees himself from the shackles of such a defining system
and erases the identity imposed on him by this system or ideology. This can be viewed as selfeffacement but in the context of, and with the limitations of, modern urban life. Similarly, we
see that Galip in his search comes to the realisation that all that he had believed about the
signs in the city that were foretelling the coming of some Judgement Day or Revolution were
only part of his self-delusion, so he sheds off his identity as a ‘follower’ of Celal because
Celal was responsible for disseminating knowledge of these signs. Galip instead assumes
Celal’s position as columnist in the newspaper so that he becomes the ‘author’ of his own
fate.
The city, as a site where these signs - an ideological system - are projected, becomes
like a mirror, and it begins to reflect Galip’s anxieties, his face, his identity crisis, so that he
becomes self-reflexive, suddenly very aware of his ‘self’. In this respect, the city is central to
mediating desire, which is a manifestation of the subject’s identity crisis and sense of loss.
Hence Istanbul and the representation of Istanbul in Pamuk’s narrative are important because
they provide the collective cultural memory, the sense of its loss, and a mise en scene for the
Sufi narrative. The city itself is not a mirror, but it is seen as being one by the novel’s
narrative, which itself is self-reflexive and inscribes the city with its presence so that it
embodies self-reflection. Galip’s reality is no longer derived from the columns written by
Celal, which had previously made the city unfamiliar and murky, but instead it comes from a
clarity from within himself. The Sufi template essentially makes Galip’s itinerary in the city a
practice in rejecting the outwardness of forms, whether of objects, persons, or ideas, and in
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doing this it creates a premise of resistance against reification. In this context it would mean
resistance against the unquestionable state ideology and coercive cultural reformation of its
citizens. When Galip assumes Celal’s identity as a columnist, we see that he has not become
Celal but rather he has achieved agency. He is no longer deluded by any self-referential
system of signs or any ideology but has found textual gratification in writing about his own
memories, not quasi-religious constructs that trap the individual in an endless pursuit of a
utopia that forever recedes into mystery.
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Chapter 2
Remembering the Ottoman City
In vain, great-hearted Kublai, shall I attempt to describe Zaira, city of high bastions. I could
tell you how many steps make up the streets rising like stairways, and the degree of the
arcades' curves, and what kind of zinc scales cover the roofs; but I already know this would be
the same as telling you nothing. The city does not consist of this, but of relationships between
the measurements of its space and the events of its past…

(Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, 1972)99
The relationship between a city and its past is intricate, strong, and even familial. The
city, no matter how profound the changes it goes through with the passage of time and
citizenry, always bears traces of its many pasts and, thus, retains a resemblance to its former
selves like a child bears resemblance to her/his forebears. Although with the ravages of
modern living and capitalist enterprises in historic cities, many of the traces of the past, such
as ruins and ancient streets representing their once thriving spaces are lost, these spaces can
be brought back to life from collective memory or imagination when mediated through a
visual form like film and art, or a literary work.
For Orhan Pamuk, his novels are a textual landscape of such cities with traces of the
past, and his recurrent engagement with Istanbul, the city that preoccupies his imagination the
most, in my view, has become a metaphor for the author’s idiosyncratic city imaginary. 100 A
‘city imaginary’ is a space of imagination and representation that informs the way a city is
mapped mentally and lived in. This imaginary is a composite of two things, how a city is
imagined and how a city affects the imagination of its inhabitants. Istanbul is not simply an
historic city of Turkey in which Pamuk incidentally resides, but it is a trope in Pamuk’s
literary imagination, an imaginary that intersects with the city’s past. From his oeuvre, two
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novels stand out as texts that deal specifically with the historical past of Istanbul, namely, My
Name Is Red and The White Castle. Whereas in the first chapter of this dissertation Pamuk’s
deployment of the Perso-Islamic poetic idiom, symbolism and something of its technique was
discussed, this chapter offers a cultural analysis of the pre-Republican and even pre-modern
Ottoman past of this city as represented in these texts. It will look into the nature of Pamuk’s
particular city imaginary which resurrects the historical sixteenth-century Istanbul, and the
purpose this explicit deployment of a pre-modern historical time-space is fulfilled in these two
texts.
The primary object of this study will be Pamuk’s Ottoman novel My Name Is Red,
which will be supplemented by a section from The White Castle. My discussion examines
Pamuk’s reconstruction and production of the memory of the Ottoman city by employing the
concept of ‘palimpsesting’ within the framework of these two novels. The focus will be on
Pamuk’s cultural representation of the temporally distant Ottoman city of Istanbul circa 1600
A.D and the purpose behind re-constructing the city as it existed several hundred years prior
to the founding of the Republic of Turkey in 1928. I argue that, through his ‘palimpsestuous’
engagement with the city from this specific time period, Pamuk foregrounds the
heterogeneous, and even cosmopolitan, social structure of the Ottoman city and East-West
relations in an historical setting.101 By doing this he is able to offset the Republican era’s
obsession with modernisation via coercive westernisation of the Turkish nation state vis-a-vis
a ‘pre-modern’ cosmopolitanism. By cosmopolitanism I refer to “an openness to, desire for,
and appreciation of, social and cultural difference”102 as opposed to the homogenizing
nationalism inherent within modern nation-states.
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This chapter will focalise on specific sites of the Ottoman city, such as coffee houses
as spaces of oral tradition and the archive of the Royal Treasury as a space of written tradition
(in relation to manuscripts), that are deployed by Pamuk to function as spaces of dissent and
creative historiography, and, therefore, as a means of contesting the discourse of the modern
Turkish Republic. The role of imagination in ‘creative memory’ and liminal narratives will
also be addressed as aspects of Pamuk’s unique city narrative.

Palimpsesting and Literary Mnemonics
The mnemonic approach adopted by Pamuk to resuscitate the Ottoman city can be
described as a method that employs ‘palimpsesting.’ Conceptually ‘palimpsesting’ is key to
traversing the boundary between the physical trace left by something on the space it had once
occupied and its existence in living memory. Quite literally a palimpsest is a leather
parchment or manuscript that has been re-used and written over by successive owners but
which still retains faint traces of its former writing. As an abstract concept, it metaphorically
represents layers of different texts, narratives, and, by a stretch of the metaphor, even space
such as that of a city which has undergone some form of historical erasure. Epistemologically
the concept is derived from the paleontological palimpsest, but it was borrowed as an
adjective in the field of literary theory by Sarah Dillon in her book The Palimpsest:
Literature, Criticism, Theory. Dillon gives the reason behind theorizing this palaeographic
term in the practice of literary criticism:
The palimpsest is implicitly related to palimpsests, which until 1845 were
paleographic oddities of concern only to those researching and publishing ancient
manuscripts. However, the concept of the palimpsest exists independently of such
phenomena – it is a strange, new figurative entity, invested with the stature of the
substantive…103
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My usage of the concept of the palimpsest is, thus, largely dependent on its endowment of a
substantive quality to a space which now exists only in the memory of the native inhabitants
of Istanbul. For this present discussion on ‘palimpsesting’ Istanbul, the term ‘palimpsestuous’
is more accurate as Dillon explains:
Most obviously, ‘palimpsestuous’ is intimately related with the incestuous…
palimpsestuous relationality, ‘palimpsestuousness’, treads the line of the problematic
of incest – the intimacy that is branded as illegitimate since it is between those who
are regarded as too closely related.104

I am interested in this palimpsestuous relationality which is an intimacy that can be likened to
the intimacy between the Ottoman Istanbul and the Republican Istanbul, which, despite the
absence of temporal proximity, are of the same genus so to speak. This gives an intimacy to
the two cities that is analogous to a blood tie, yet their temporal distance keeps them literally
worlds apart because of the difference in their respective political and sociological
environments.
In the form of the novel, the palimpsestual nature of Istanbul is documented by a
chronology at the end of the text, which represents the layers of history that the city space was
witness to. It is as if each time period is a topographic layer of an age that contributed to the
making of Istanbul. All these layers of cultural memory teleologically culminate in the city of
Istanbul as depicted in the novel during the 1500s, i.e. on the brink of the modern period or
the enlightenment in Europe. All the various narrative voices are, in addition, embedded in an
idiom with which speakers of Persian, Ottoman (Turkish) and Arabic were familiar in that
historical period. This was due to common cultural roots as well as an easy mutability across
political borders between the Ottomans and the Safavids. By juxtaposing opposing, yet
similar, voices and perspectives within the novel’s framework, Pamuk makes a distinct
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statement about the variations in the human condition and the nature of the society that
flourished in late sixteenth century Istanbul. In doing so he endeavours to present such a
possibility for the Turkish cultural and, eventually, political identity. The indexed
chronological history in My Name Is Red serves as a permanent reminder of the stratification
of memory, and a reminder of the role of the past, or rather pasts, in giving form and structure
to the present, especially present narratives. This novel then presents itself as critical memory
exercised through productive remembering on the part of Pamuk in order to confront and
question present narratives of the Turkish nation state.
By evoking this palimpsestuous characteristic of the city, it is also Pamuk’s attempt to
delineate the mythic past of modern Turkish nationalism from the real or experiential past of a
region that was influenced and affected by regions and cultures and not only by the
immediate west but further east as well. By shifting focus from the contemporary polemics of
state, culture and religion in Turkey, Pamuk’s approach of pictorial documentation in his
novel transfers the attention of the reader to a past that is made tangibly present in the
narrative of the novel, which, being a contemporary cultural artefact of the modern period,
encapsulates the creative restructuring and transformation of the past into the present but
which nevertheless preserves the traces of people, places and events more subjectively, and,
therefore, free from the interference of state narrative. This effectively slows down the
temporality of the modern reader. It slowly pulls the reader back into an area of the
imagination that intersects with Pamuk’s view of history and its role in creating, or creatively
reproducing, an almost redundant idiom. Hence My Name Is Red is also a book of idioms and
fables that gives insight into how these tropes shape perspective. Furthermore, these idioms
are formulated and based on archival historiography as the chronological index and regional
map present in the novel suggest. They have no roots in a mythical past ‘officially’ construed
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by the state at the onset of the twentieth century. 105 The map and the chronology function as a
mnemonic device for the reader, indicating that the nationalist narrative might be grounded in
an amnesia of historical proportions and that the citizens of the nation-state suffer not from
the failure to define an authentic national identity but from a loss of cultural identity (perhaps
because the culture is deemed backward or anti-modern). Pamuk is, thus, engaging in and
promoting a critical memory culture, one that re-examines the past in the light of cultural
memory rather than standardized versions of ‘national’ history and also opposes teleological
master narratives framed by the Turkish nation state at the time of its creation circa 1923
A.D. It explores a past which, as evidenced by the extant material cultural products of that
time period, is pluralistic, and the form of the novel itself, with its multiple voices, mediates
that pluralism and existence of diverse perspectives which characterised life outside the
delimitations of the modern nation state. At the same time, a common idiom, cultivated by a
shared cultural history in the region extending from North Africa to Central Asia and India,
unifies the multiple voices.
Before looking at Pamuk’s treatment of the Ottoman theme with respect to the city,
however, it is essential to point out that engaging with an Ottoman tradition and past may be,
and in fact is, in many cases perceived by a large section of Turkish readership as being
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orientalism. I would like to stress here that this (mis)perception is due either to a limited
understanding by Pamuk’s more critical readership, of Edward Said’s thesis, or to an
inadequate acknowledgement of Pamuk as a transnational writer, who is writing not only for a
‘Western’ audience but also for the rest of the globe, which includes Turkey and the MiddleEast.106 The readability of and access to his work for an international readership opens up
space for a critical reception of his writings worldwide and also expediently discards the eastwest dichotomy. To label Pamuk an orientalist implies that, as a writer, he has recourse to a
certain discourse, a regulated system of knowledge production which relies on a repertory of
images of the so-called ‘orient.’107 This poses the question of whether he really does
regurgitate a set of images that orientalise Turkish society and, thus, perpetuate the binary of
‘us’ against ‘them’? In doing so, does he create any distance between himself and the Turkish
people as the ‘other’ which helps to define and identify Pamuk as a Westernised writer? The
fact of the matter is that the images that Pamuk creates are recreations from literary traditions
that were relegated to the storehouse of a defunct and backward seeming (yet diverse) cultural
heritage of a region larger than the present day nation state of Turkey.
Said had in fact, in his last interview recorded in 2001, summarized the thesis of his
work Orientalism in three basic points: that it was about the ahistorical division between the
East and the West based on an imagined geography; that the ‘Orient’ became identified with
Islam and as a place of apostasy; and that its scientific study was formally commenced as an
academic discipline in the 19th century with the French colonization of Egypt. 108 Keeping
these points in mind, along with what I have pointed out in the Introduction of the dissertation
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that Ottoman and the subsequent Turkish nationalism was a form of internalized orientalism
of the Republican elite, Pamuk makes a shift away from Republican policies. Neither does
he resort to reiterating the orientalist paradigm and the images of the imaginary orient on
which it is based. As was also discussed in the first chapter of this dissertation, there is
something performative about his execution of seemingly orientalist tropes which can be
referred to as ‘quasi-orientalism’. This enactment of orientalism is the parodic aspect of his
narrative fiction which satirizes the western conceptions of the Ottoman landscape as well as
the conceptualisation of the ‘self’ by the Ottoman and, later, the Republican elite who relied
on those conceptions to construct a new, modern identity . Where Said theorised a critique of
orientalism, it can be said that Pamuk, as a novelist, allegorised this thesis in the form of
‘quasi-orientalism’ which manifests itself as a set of images from obsolete literary traditions
of Ottoman Turkish with a view to offsetting ‘internalised orientalism’.
In this regard it is crucial to recognise and contrast Pamuk’s position vis-a-vis a
secular Republican tradition amongst Turkish novelists and to be able to see that it is the
secular state itself that orientalised its Ottoman history whereas Pamuk refers to it only as the
representation of Turkish cultural memory. Pamuk effectively reintroduced Ottoman material
culture (and not Ottomanism) into the Republican context, a culture that had been dismissed
during the formative years of the Republic of Turkey as being regressive and anti-modern
because it constituted besides Persian vocabulary, an Arabic vocabulary which was associated
directly with a retroactive religious mind-set incompatible with modern and progressive
nationalism. The revaluing of Ottoman cultural and literary objects is discussed at length by
Erdag Göknar, also the translator of Pamuk’s My Name is Red, in his recent book Orhan
Pamuk, Secularism and Blasphemy: The Politics of the Turkish Novel which deals specifically
with this issue. He states:
These two works [The White Castle and My Name Is Red] revalue dismissed objects
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such as Ottoman manuscripts and miniatures relegated to silence in archives and
treasuries. Here objects and things form the basis of narratives distinct from and at
times in opposition to the secularism thesis. Specifically, by making traditional
Turkish artefacts, relics and everyday objects into the centre pieces and models of his
fiction Pamuk invests them with cultural capital in the present. This revaluation of
values recuperates contexts of din and enables a revision of Turkish literary modernity
based on actual historical and archival contingencies.109

More than recuperating contexts of ‘din’ (tradition), this re-evaluation of Ottoman
material culture offers insight into an alternative, perhaps even pre-modern, paradigm and
social context that serves the function of questioning Republican secular modernity. Keeping
this in mind, I would like to draw attention to the Turkish nation’s shared attachment to the
homeland or ‘vatn’ which is paramount to a shared nationalistic or ‘Turkic’ cosmology that
was engineered during the Republican period post 1923. The very existence of the traces of
Ottoman past in the existing modern Turkish Republic in the form of archival material,
artefacts and architecture, however, suggests a history with deep roots in the Ottoman legacy
that shaped the collective consciousness of the various inhabitants of the region. By centering
his narrative on Ottoman material culture pre-existing the Turkish Republic, Pamuk highlights
the slow organic process of identity formation and a collective subjectivity that had not only
evolved but had existed in full fruition prior to what Göknar refers to as the secularization
thesis.110 For this reason, My Name Is Red is the best example from Pamuk’s work that fully
incorporates the early modern Ottoman or pre-modern material culture into its plot.
Although the narrative of the novel is set in 16th century Istanbul to reveal the
culturally diverse, vibrant and cosmopolitan quality of urban life that existed well before the
western modernization of the city, it represents the city as a metaphor of plurality of narrative
voices and richness of cultural multiplicity. This multiculturalism was accompanied by an
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urban landscape with historical sub-layers which accumulated peoples, languages, faiths and
memories, irrespective of which rulers it fell under. In this particular setting Pamuk is able to
engage with the palimpsestual nature not only of Istanbul as a historical city but also the
cultural palimpsest that constitutes pluralistic urban communities. So it is not Istanbul
specifically, but rather the allegoric Ottoman city reimagined in the narrative of the novel that
becomes the site of an alternative discourse on the nation state. It evokes an Ottoman cultural
legacy that, in the contemporary Turkish Republic, aggregates as a space which transgresses
the limitations of nationalism and questions the secularization thesis. For instance, in the
following quotation a royal circumcision ceremony is depicted, but its re-imagination is
framed by an Ottoman cultural artefact, namely a manuscript illustrated with miniatures,
which also demonstrates how Pamuk invests an object relegated to forgotten archives with
cultural capital in the present.
And so I eagerly beheld for the first time the legendary pages of the Book of
Festivities, which recounted the circumcision ceremonies of Our Sultan’s prince.
When I was still in Persia, I heard stories about this fifty-two-day circumcision
ceremony wherein people from all occupations and all guilds, all of Istanbul, had
participated, indeed at a time when the book that memorialized the great event was yet
being prepared.
In the first picture placed before me, fixed in the royal enclosure of late Ibrahim
Pasha’s palace, our Sultan, the Refuge of the World, gazed upon the festivities in the
Hippodrome below with a look that bespoke His satisfaction. His face, even though
not so detailed as to permit one to distinguish Him from others by features alone, was
drawn adeptly and with reverence. As for the right side of the double-leaf picture
showing Our Sultan on the left, there were viziers, pashas, Persian, Tatar, Frankish
and Venetian ambassadors standing in the arched colonnades and windows. 111

The above passage is an instance of recalling the political power and dominance of the
Ottoman sultans, in this case the Sultan Murat III, through reflections on a miniature
representing a circumcision feast of a prince. By invoking the grandeur of the Ottomans, the
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novel does two things: one is to create a picture of hierarchy and autocracy which he
transports to real-time for the reader so as to superimpose and compare Ottomanism with
Republicanism; and, secondly, to remind the reader of the historicity of a ‘pre-modern’
Empire preceding Republican Turkey, going back around six hundred years, and to contest
the foundations of the cultural revolution or tanzimat by questioning the ‘Turkic’ identity
because the very existence of a pre-Republican historicity and variant social structure invokes
the ambiguity lurking behind what is Turkism in the nationalist and ethnic sense of the
word.112 This search for alterity in the homogenized nation-state is not the same as
orientalising a traditional Ottoman past because, as Göknar also points out, during the cultural
revolution right after 1923, Kemalism and Turkism internalized orientalism as a way of
defining the Turkic ‘self’ in the light of modernist secularism and as opposed to a perceived
regressive Ottoman heritage which was the ‘other’. In his Ottoman novels, Pamuk produces a
space of memory that interrogates this Turkism by re-introducing the Ottoman legacy, not as a
form of romantic escapism into the past but as a politicized literary polemic against the notion
of modernity normalized during the cultural revolution after the creation of the Turkish nation
state. If we take the example of My Name Is Red, it is considered to be a predominantly visual
narrative which develops the city space within a framing of Ottoman/Persian miniature art and
colours. The spatial quality of the narrative makes it a space of memory which could be
wrongly read as a nostalgic mode of memory invoking an idyllic past that had never
existed.113 This space of memory, in fact, holds a potential for a polemical use of a reimagined past which both reshapes and ‘re-presents’ the present, and, hence, becomes part of
the allegorical use of quasi-orientalist motifs which give a performative and contrived quality
to the narrative. Pamuk is very self-aware in the larger scheme of nationalising reforms within
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the scope of the Turkish Republic and, thus, he self-consciously politicizes his polemic
against Republican authoritarianism. For instance, in the following passage he allegorises the
present authoritarian attitude of the state with an historicised narrative.
“I’m not surprised you killed him,” I said. “Men like us who live with books and
dream eternally of their pages fear only one thing in this world. What’s more, we’re
struggling with something more forbidden and dangerous; that is, we’re struggling to
make pictures in a Muslim city. As with Sheikh Muhammad of Isfahan, we
miniaturists are inclined to feel guilty and regretful, we’re the first to blame ourselves
before others do, to be ashamed and beg pardon of God and the community. We make
our books in secret like shameful sinners. I know too well how submission to the
endless attacks of hojas, preachers, judges and mystics who accuse us of blasphemy,
how the endless guilt both deadens and nourishes the artist’s imagination.” 114

Here Pamuk is pointing a finger of blame at the intrusion of the state into a writer’s creative
processes. Such an intervention by a radically secular and nationalist state such as Turkey is
tantamount to charges of blasphemy when incriminating transgressive artistic activities. It is
what Göknar terms a ‘secular blasphemy’, one that transgresses the limitations set on freedom
of expression by the nation state. In the quotation, the censorship imposed by state authorities
on artists and writers is undeniably not against miniatures but rather against producing
narratives that challenge the writ of the state in any way. Censorship policies in the modern
secular nation state are certainly not restricted to the Turkish Republic, as there is an amount
of surveillance and control, in varying degrees depending on the strength of its ideological
standing, wielded by states across the globe. With reference to the context of the above
passage, though, Pamuk personally experienced such censorship when, in 2005, he had to face
charges of ‘insulting Turkishness’ in an interview for a Swiss newspaper.
So what exactly constitutes ‘Turkishness?’ During the founding years of the republic,
there were certain politicised concepts that amalgamated to form Turkishness. Kemal Karpat
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has mentioned the ‘trinity’ of Ottomanism, Islamism and Turkism as being politicised and
nationalised concepts that were initially forcefully implemented as identity markers for
constituents of the evolving political force of Turkism in the early 20 th century.115
Notwithstanding this, the nation-state, which was eventually founded, has historically
revealed itself to be radically secular because of the Turkish Republic’s long line of military
coups against any government coalition it deemed ‘Islamist’ or a threat to the secular ideals of
the Republic. Pamuk’s novel, thus, opens a window to the autocratic Turkish state which he
finds restrictive for a creative individual. The ‘Muslim city’ of 1567, hence becomes an
allegory for the secular republican Istanbul as it exists at present, since all religious seminaries
and dervish lodges had already been closed down officially with the creation of the Turkish
nation state. This metaphorical city is a product of Pamuk’s imagination to satirize the almost
religious zeal with which the Turkish Republic was ‘modernised’.
By engaging with social themes from the sixteenth and seventeenth century Ottoman
history, Pamuk endeavours to create cultural memory that contests state-sponsored versions of
Turkish history and, simultaneously, acts as an allegory of the present status quo of Turkish
socio-politics. Pamuk effectively uses the form of the novel as a medium of cultural memory
and also a means of re-visualising it. Since Pamuk writes against the established norm of
republican realist novels, he displays a number of modes of memory production that Astrid
Erll has identified as the rhetoric of collective memory in the literary medium. 116 One is an
intra-medial ‘rhetoric of collective memory’ that represents the past as a recent phenomenon
or inner experience, which Erll calls the experiential mode. It is closely connected to
communicative memory which Jan Assman and Czaplica elucidate in their essay on
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“Collective memory and Cultural Identity” as described below.117 Since communicative
memory is a variety of social memory that constitutes the field of oral history, it is
characterized by a high degree of non-specialisation, thematic instability and even
disorganization. But unlike communicative memory, memory production in the form of the
novel is not temporally limited because the space of the novel allows the writer to traverse
temporal boundaries and to transition across long periods of time by taking creative liberties.
In this way it has the capacity to re-construct the past or, in the case of historiographic
metafiction, to re-envision the past and generate a counter discourse. Pamuk writes within this
capacity as well, which, according to Erll, is the mythicizing mode of literature as a medium
of memory, associated with Assman’s notion of cultural memory. 118 It involves evoking
specific, often mythical, events from the historical past and reconstituting them in the present
as Pamuk does with early modern Ottoman history from the sixteenth century as well as with
‘pre-modern’ aspects of the historical past as is demonstrated in My Name Is Red. How these
mythicizing modes become tropes in Pamuk’s counter discourse of contesting secular
authority will be discussed with readings of the Ottoman theme in his novels.
One other concept of interest in the production of memory in Erll’s essay which is
significant to My Name Is Red is ‘remediation’. Remediation is the repetitive representation of
a memorable event in communication media which turns the event into a site for memory,
which, paradoxically, does not refer to the actual event itself but rather to “a canon of existent
medial constructions, to the narratives and images circulating in the media culture.” 119 In
order to break away from the narrative and images of the founding myth of the Nation State
and the historical discourse upon which it is constructed, Pamuk has remediated an alternative
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and more socially inclusive index of a cultural and tribal historical chronology as well as a
map of the regions that this chronology spans, into the structural layout of his novel. The
purpose is to perpetuate, or at least make an attempt to do so, the idea that it is more than a
possibility to re-imagine Turkish history. It demonstrates that the Turkish past constituted not
only the Turkic ethnicity, as the ultra-Nationalists would prefer it, or even a pure Ottoman
lineage as almost all Ottoman rulers propagated, but also the so-called ‘Turkish’ past
constituted a more pluralistic history that accommodated very cosmopolitan communities and
societies. The historicity of the city, it being a palimpsest of multiple histories, is, thus,
emphasised in lieu of the homogenising nationalist myth of the Turkish nation.
That having been said, Pamuk’s singular engagement with Ottoman history in
particular needs to be explored further in order to articulate his agency as an author of
subversive texts, in particular his works of fiction. For that we need to read and interpret the
city he lays out before us in his novels. The palimpsestual city that Pamuk resurrects in his
novels by employing various mnemonic techniques to capture and re-create a version of the
Ottoman past the way he creatively remembers it is temporally present but spatially distant
because it is a ‘spectrality’, a literary concept upon which I will elaborate further in relation to
the palimpsest. It does not, of course, refer to a supernatural entity or vision, but rather to a
visualization of something, or a space and place in this context, out of memory. Giorgio
Agamben, in his essay “Uses and disadvantages of living among specters”, writes
What is a specter made of? Of signs, or more precisely of signatures, that is to say,
those signs, ciphers, or monograms that are etched onto things by time. A specter
always carries with it a date wherever it goes; it is, in other words, an intimately
historical entity. This is why old cities are the quintessential place of signatures, which
the flâneur in turn reads, somewhat absentmindedly, in the course of his drifting and
strolling down the streets.[…] And this is why cities […] tend to look like dreams.120
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Although Agamben refers to the city of Venice in this essay, and its particularly “larval” type
of spectrality which is in denial of its lifelessness, he defines the spectrality of place in the
above extract and adds that this spectrality has a quality of finality to it (unlike the larval type
which defines Venice); it is a life that has been completed.121 With respect to the palimsesting
of the city, I am suggesting that the city as a spectrality can be analogized as a trace left over a
parchment and the subsequent engagement with the trace when the parchment is written over
again.
Pamuk, in his act of creative or productive remembrance, relies on his palimpsestual
engagement with the Ottoman city, so that he is able to project the remediated city via the
medium of his novels as a haunting memory. Pamuk evokes a sense of the spectrality of the
city with images such as this:
Doubtless, you too have experienced what I’m about to describe: At times, while
walking through the infinite and winding streets of Istanbul, while spooning a bite of
vegetable stew into my mouth at a public kitchen with fixed attention on the curved
design of a reed-style border illumination, I feel I’m living the present as if it were the
past. That is, when I’m walking down a street whitewashed with snow, I’ll have the
urge to say that I was walking down it. [italics mine]122

Here we come across Pamuk’s characteristic engagement with the city because the snowcovered streets of Istanbul are a common trope in his novels. In the context of the Ottoman
theme of My Name Is Red from where these lines have been extracted, however, the city
doubles into a present and a past. The narrator slips from the iterative present to the past
continuous, doubling the temporality in a single visual space. The layers of temporality in this
single space are quite obvious as the narrator in the Ottoman city not only directly addresses
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the reader, thus aligning the historical space of the city with the present, but he also asks the
reader to go back into a personal past. The narrative subject, thus, hints towards the
enmeshing of the present into a historical past which is haunted by a sense of déjà vu, in other
words a memory of a place which cannot be placed in its original context.
This literary manoeuvre can be further explored through the concept of the
‘spectralised subject’. Sarah Dillon, in The Palimpsest, introduces the term ‘spectralised
subject’ to connote the haunting of the textual structure by a repetition that is not the same as
the original. The spectralised subject then refers to an intertextuality that does not replicate the
original subject but is defined by its trace, although the trace of the original is not something
hidden beneath the new layer waiting to be discovered. When treating Pamuk’s engagement
with the past as a palimpsestual engagement, it is important to avoid falling into the trap of
assuming there to be a ‘hidden meaning’ in his texts. I want to stress this point in order to
emphasise the inter-textuality of his text rather than its being a teleological narrative based on
a source text.
Hence the analogy with a palimpsest which structurally resembles a cryptic text, but
which, nonetheless, is in no way a deliberate attempt to conceal the lower layer of the
structure. It is simply the re-using of parchment, with absolutely no relationship between the
over-riding text and the original one. It, however, constitutes an historiographic document that
preserves the interplay of texts in a given space and over a period of time lapse. So the layers
of texts could be entirely temporally unrelated, but they influence each other in that the
original text is somehow changed by the presence of the new text and vice versa, thus creating
a palimpsest. In this way, by ‘re-visioning’ the city, Pamuk envisions it as a palimpsest, i.e. as
simultaneously in the past and the present. He gives an account of the city where he
reconstructs the Ottoman city from the traces of it left behind in present day Istanbul, by
hypothetically inferring from them and then, in a manner, palimpsesting it. In the process of a
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cultural analysis of such a city, it is vital that the narrative of the text be considered part of the
material trace of the city itself since it is an historiographical ‘re-visioning’, mediated and
communicated through fiction which brings to life the city from the past into the present as a
textual medium and also a spectrality.
Palimpsesting the city of Istanbul with the Ottoman city (of Istanbul) is a form of
inter-textuality that layers aspects of the contemporary sociological situation of Istanbul with
that of Ottoman Istanbul so that aspects from both temporally distant cities inform the
structure of each other and yet are delimited in their materiality. In this way, Pamuk develops
a discursive mode which enables him to critique the modern re-structured city from a vantage
point situated in history, as well as enabling an up-close examination of the early modern
period of the Ottoman city when secular notions had just begun taking root in the social
structure of the urban space. With My Name Is Red, Pamuk is able to look at the present city
from the vantage point of the city from the past, not by juxtaposing them but by culturally
superimposing one on the other. In effect, therefore, the present city of Istanbul is written over
by the re-visualised city of Ottoman Istanbul, so that traces of one can be found in the other,
depending on the angle with which one looks at it.
The foremost task, while carrying out an analysis of the text itself, is to put in
confrontation the concept of palimpsestuousness with the remembrance of the Ottoman city of
Istanbul in both My Name Is Red and The White Castle. Starting with My Name Is Red, I will
pick out two specific urban spaces depicted in the novel, namely the coffee house and the
Royal Treasury of the Sultan. These two spaces play an important role as points of access to
various other vistas of cultural memory which Pamuk deploys to create a counter discourse of
official State history.
The Royal Treasury, which is also the official archive, and the coffee house are
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represented in Pamuk’s narrative fiction as conceptual spaces that bring together the past and
the present, and, in extension, the Ottoman city and the modern city of Istanbul. Without
actually reconciling the past and the present in these conceptual spaces, an alternative ‘other
space’ is created. In many respects the Royal Treasury and the coffee house function as kinds
of Foucauldian heterotopias, spaces where the ‘utopic’ Republican city is contested and
inverted. The space of the coffeehouse is best understood in terms of the third principle of
heterotopias which is that “[T]he heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place
several spaces” like that of a theatre.123 It functions as a microcosm that brings together
various spaces in a single space so to speak because of the presence of a story teller who
performs various experiences of the city within that single space of the coffee house. The
Royal Treasury of the Sultan, on the other hand, which is also an archive of sorts can be
understood as a heterochronic space, a “slice in time”, where a break with linear temporality
is experienced owing to the Treasury’s being a repository of the documented past and hence
an immobile space where time “accumulates” and functions as a spanner in the works.

The Coffeehouse
The concept of ‘palimpsestousness’, as stated earlier, is used by Dillon to connote the
inter-textual nature of a narrative which is affected by and, in turn, affects a previous
narrative. Dillon calls this a ‘haunting’ of the text with specific reference to memory as a
dormant cache and remembrance as an act that invigorates the mind’s memory reserves.
Dillon describes ‘palimpsestuousness’ as “a simultaneous relation of intimacy and
separation”, an “essential contamination and interdependence” while preserving a distinctness
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between texts.124 Although Dillon uses it in a structuralist sense, the concept of the palimpsest
also helps in the understanding of a broader cultural and social narrative being generated by
Pamuk in My Name Is Red, especially with respect to coffee houses. Pamuk’s act of
remembrance, thus, creates a palimpsestuous relationship between the past and the present as
he re-creates the space of the coffeehouse, and the narrative that it generates is ‘haunted’ by
the present. As the object of palimpsesting is the space of the coffeehouse in the city, I want
to focus on the question of how it appears in the dynamics of creative memory and urban
significance.
Traditionally, coffeehouses were viewed with suspicion by Ottoman state authorities,
but nonetheless they have evolved into an integral yet politically inconsequential part of
modern Turkish social life. In a country where almost no government institutions or public
spaces exist that allow free speech or the development of discourse that runs contrary to state
sponsored discourse, the Ottoman coffee house is an ideal space for such discourse, even
though it is temporally distant from the modern Turkish Republic. Historically, coffeehouses
first arrived in the Ottoman seat of power, Istanbul, in the mid-sixteenth century.125 Earlier
on, coffee as a drink was familiar to certain Sufi orders in North Africa specifically, and, later,
it was introduced to the general public in the Middle East through coffeehouses. The
popularity of the drink, as well as the public space of coffeehouses as an arena of socialization
(amongst adult males), soon gained strength and coffeehouses became an indelible part of
male public life in Ottoman Istanbul. Coffeehouses were frequented by ‘men of leisure’
initially and then gradually the clientele came to include all types of male demographics and
they, thus, became a socially heterogeneous urban space that capacitated interaction between
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all classes and communities.126 Avoiding any political discourse would, therefore, have been
next to impossible, and this fact did not go unnoticed by the Ottoman authorities who
exercised covert forms of surveillance. So, from the very beginning, coffeehouses were
viewed by the state authorities as red zones where it was more likely that public dissent could
erupt.
Keeping this historical detail in mind, Pamuk recreates the Ottoman city from the
juncture of the coffee house. He has deliberately chosen a space of urban sedition to produce
satirical discourse that disparages authority and orthodoxy in any form.
I was told that scoundrels and rebels were gathering in coffeehouses and proselytizing
until dawn; that destitute men of dubious character, opium-addicted madmen and
followers of the outlawed Kalenderi dervish sect, claiming to be on Allah’s path,
would spend their nights in dervish houses dancing to music, piercing themselves with
skewers and engaging in all manner of depravity, before brutally fucking each other
and any boys they could find.127

The vantage point of the coffee house enables a pluralistic narrative that is voiced by objects
of almost no social consequence. The coffeehouse, through the voice of the meddah or the
story teller, becomes a life giving force, a space where narrative is born. It is a matrix of
alterity and the point of focalization for things from the periphery. It is not simply a literary
manoeuvre on Pamuk’s part but a technique that has opened up a space that allows free
interaction between art and politics, between individual perspective and ideology, and, most
importantly, between the past and the present. It helps spin an allegory that hides the present
political claustrophobia that Pamuk feels in the garb of an Ottoman past. The public space of
the coffee house opens up the possibility of a revised narrative that, in the context of the
novel, challenges the orthodox religion of the Ottoman period and, as an allegory, challenges
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the ‘orthodox’ secular modernity of the Turkish Republic.
The coffee house becomes a trope and a literary device employed to articulate the
experience of the Ottoman city. The experience of the Ottoman city is, characteristically of a
Pamuk novel, melancholic yet rooted in a sense of belonging and an aesthetic sense that
appreciates familiarity, “I do, however, know this: When you love a city and have explored it
frequently on foot, your body, not to mention your soul, gets to know the streets so well after
a number of years that in a fit of melancholy, perhaps stirred by a light snow falling ever so
sorrowfully, you’ll discover your legs carrying you of their own accord toward one of your
favorite promontories.”128 One other way of articulating the experience of the Ottoman city is
palimpsesting it by introducing a self-reflexive narrative to the 16th Century Istanbul that
enables a bridging of the temporal distance between the Ottoman and the Republican cities.
Pamuk does this by giving voice to liminal subjects from the city streets, so that a metanarrative from the periphery is generated that overrides the authority of the state as well as
any other kind of institutional discourse and thus the self-reflexivity and self-awareness of
these liminal subjects becomes key to transcending the temporal limitations of the text. This
liminal narrative subjectivity is mediated in the space of the coffee house, voiced by the inhouse story teller known as the meddah.
The protagonist, on the other hand, is Black, a semi-autobiographical character who
introduces his city to the reader in the same vein as Pamuk himself does in his non-fiction
work Istanbul: Memories and the City. The latter text is a deeply melancholic memoir of the
city, a narrative description of, and a reminiscence of, its modern and nationalist literary
culture which influenced him as a young writer. It is a sketch of the city streets and
neighbourhoods of Pamuk’s childhood as the city was going through dilapidation and
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modernisation simultaneously. Similarly, in My Name Is Red, the protagonist Black walks
seemingly aimlessly in the city streets, and browses past the increasing social, and
architectural, malaise of the city. Class disparity, inflation, the visible signs of ‘Venetian’
cultural influences in the architectural designs of homes of the wealthy, and rising religious
fanaticism are a few, not to mention the re-surfacing of Black’s personal discontentment on
arrival in the city. To cap off his aimless meandering in the city streets, he ends up in a coffee
house. Inside the coffee house, the meddah performs a parody by using a hand-drawn picture
of a dog, voicing a polemic against the notorious Hoja of Erzrum famous for his vitriolic
sermons against coffeehouses. The Hoja of Erzurum, it must be mentioned, is the character
inverse of the beloved Hoja Nassreddin, a village bumpkin famous in Ottoman and Persian
folklore for his simple yet unpretentious ways. 129
The Hoja of Erzurum, a character who is never present in the first person in this novel
of multiple narrative voices, represents orthodoxy in all its faces, religious and political. In the
‘other space’ of the coffee house, he is the butt of every joke and is the object of a stray dog’s
animosity in particular. Here I would like to elaborate on the dog as narrator which, besides
being an innovative literary device, has narrative significance in the framework of My Name
Is Red. The presence of stray dogs is a recurrent trope in Pamuk’s novels, but their presence is
often kept peripheral to the readers’ focalization by overshadowing them with other aspects of
a scene in the novel. In My Name Is Red, as Black stands in the cemetery to pay his respects at
his mother’s grave, he only notices the dog in passing. Interestingly enough, though, in the
very next chapter which is based in a coffeehouse, the dog becomes the narrative voice, albeit
with the assistance of the meddeh, and delivers a blow by blow account of vulgar religious
fanaticism displayed by the Hoja of Erzrum that effectively alters the audience’s perception of

129

Mehrdad Kia, Daily Life in the Ottoman Empire, (Greenwood: California, 2011), p. 176

101

the Hoja’s piety.
I’m a dog, and because you humans are less rational beasts than I, you’re telling
yourselves, “Dogs don’t talk.” Nevertheless, you seem to believe a story in which
corpses speak and characters use words they couldn’t possibly know. Dogs do speak,
but only to those who know how to listen. Once upon a time, long, long ago, in a
faraway land, a brash cleric from a provincial town arrived at one of the largest
mosques in a capital city; all right, let’s call it the Bayazid Mosque. It’d be appropriate
to withhold his name, so let’s refer to him as “Husret Hoja”. But why should I cover
up anything more: This man was one boneheaded cleric. He made up for the modesty
of his intellect with the power of his tongue, God bless it. Each Friday, he so animated
his congregation, so moved them to tears that some would cry until they fainted or
dried up and withered away. 130

The dog’s diatribe against a religious cleric combines bawdy street humour that would have
entertained the patrons of the coffee house with a subtle political polemic against state
authorities that employed orthodox means of controlling the masses of the faithful. It is not
the dog as narrator’s allegations against the Hoja that stand as a pivotal discourse against a
fanatic cleric but the subtext of the narrative that becomes a political discourse against the
state itself. He not only exposes the Hoja’s dubious character, but he also points to the
degeneration of the economy as the sole reason behind social unrest by making fun of the
Hoja’s tirade against ‘innovation’ in religion as being the cause of social and moral decline.
By directly targeting the Hoja and religious clergy in general in the guise of a construed
enmity between so-called pious people and dogs, the meddeh is actually directing an invective
against the state. It must be kept in mind that the Ottoman universal state was the seat of
Orthodox Sunnism because the Sultans relied heavily on the largely Sunni clerical validation
for their authority.131 Its immediate rival in regional domination was the predominantly Shiite
Safavid kingdom to its east. Historically, the Shia tradition has been more inclined to the
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mystical and artistic aspects of Islam than Sunnism, and this distinction between the Ottoman
Empire and the Safavid Empire clearly did not escape Pamuk’s notice.132 It is for this reason
that the dog in this particular chapter, in a very Sufi (or mystical) logic, tries to subvert the
authority of the Sunni cleric by not only making arguments in favour of its own purity or
acceptance in the sphere of piety, but also by delivering a short exegesis of a chapter from the
Quran concerning the sleepers in the cave and their dog, thereby rending the commonly held
belief of orthodox Sunnism that only a man of learning can provide an exegesis of the holy
Book.
This chapter subtly describes man’s attachment to Allah, His miracles, the transitory
nature of time and the pleasure of deep sleep, and though it’s not my place, allow me
to remind you of the eighteenth verse, which makes mention of a dog resting at the
mouth of this cave where the seven youths have fallen asleep. Obviously, anyone
would be proud to appear in the Koran. As a dog, I take pride in this chapter, and
through it I intend to bring the Erzurumis, who refer to their enemies as dirty
mongrels, to their senses.133

The meddeh not only puts the narrative into a dog’s mouth, perceived as an enemy to the
pious just as the Safavids were an enemy to the Ottomans, but he does it in the spirit of the
subversion of dogma, which not only threatened the ideology of the Ottoman Empire but was
also a teaching of Sufism, a branch of Islam recognized and even celebrated in the Shia
tradition which the Safavids followed.134 Hence the meddah poses an unprecedented threat to
the Orthodox Sunni Ottoman state itself.
It must be remembered, as Göknar points out, that the rebukes thrown at the Ottoman
statehood are, in fact, latent criticisms of the Turkish Republic itself: “Pamuk’s reformulation
of narrative through the ‘Ottoman archive’ thus becomes the basis for a transformation in
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literary modernity and a political critique of secular modernity." 135 This is how Pamuk’s
historical novels find relevance in the contemporary status quo. Exegesis of the Quran by a
lay person, referred to in the quote of the dog as narrator, casts doubt over the epistemic
authority vested in canonised thinkers and scholars privileged by an ideological state. By the
same token, state policies of the Turkish republic based on ideological nationalism and
repressive secularisation are ridiculed at the sub-textual level of the narrative.
In yet another chapter, the scene is again the coffeehouse, and this time the narrator is
a lone tree on a blank sheet of paper. This time the meddeh, through the voice of the tree, not
only ridicules the Hoja for his condemnation of coffee drinking (a common practice in Sufi
orders of the time) but also traces its own journey from the pages of an illustrious manuscript
to the coffeehouse in question.
The essential reason for my loneliness is that I don’t even know where I belong. I was
supposed to be part of a story, but I fell from there like a leaf in autumn.136

The genealogy of the tree becomes an interesting itinerary of the movement of artistic trends
from Persia towards the western regions of the Ottoman Empire. The tree’s narrative is also a
mild contemplation on the art of miniatures in relation to the production of manuscripts. The
tree contends that it had been misplaced on its way to being part of a magnificent manuscript
about the Seven Thrones of Jami or the ‘Haft Awrang’ commissioned by Sultan Ibrahim
Mirza who was a nephew and son-in law of the great patron of the visual arts, Shah Tahmasp.
As the tree mourns its loss, it mulls over the various possibilities that it could have been part
of the seven lyrical fables penned by the poet Jami, and, in being so, it could have represented
so many different moods of the principle characters or even simply have been a stylistic
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device in one of the miniatures whose purpose was to enhance the emotive and aesthetic
quality of the text itself.
The stress here is clearly on the Persian art of miniatures and manuscript illumination,
and, as the tree laments the loss and dispersal of the guild of artisans during the latter period
of Shah Tahmasp’s reign, the audience at the coffeehouse is revisited with the political
implication of the story, that the severing of cultural ties with Persia, the ongoing war with
the Safavids, and the westward gaze of the Ottomans have actually dealt a heavy blow to the
cultivation of the arts in the Ottoman universal state. The tree ends its diatribe with a story of
two Frankish artists, who, while walking in a meadow, see a forest in the distance. The more
expert of the two artists declares that painting in the new style of the renaissance painters
entails depicting one single tree from the forest in such a manner that, when someone who has
seen the painting comes to the forest, he/she is able to recognize it in the forest. The tree then
reveals its sorrow, which has nothing to do with not bearing the life-like quality of
Renaissance paintings (contradicting the iconoclastic Islamic tradition of the Ottomans) but
which is that the tree does not want to be a tree; it wants to be its meaning. In its monologue,
the tree resurrects the lost perspective of the art of illumination in manuscripts which signified
meaning to a painted object based on text alone and the engagement of the reader/viewer of
the miniature painting. In the entire narrative of the tree, regret at the loss of an art form is
expressed, pointing to the significance of perspectivism in art (recognition of the different
perspectives of renaissance Europe and classical Persian painting), and, consequently, to the
place of art in meaning making.
A great European master miniaturist and another great master artist are walking
through a Frank meadow discussing virtuosity and art. As they stroll, a forest comes
into view before them. The more expert of the two says to the other: “Painting in the
new style demands such talent that if you depicted one of the trees in this forest, a man
who looked upon that painting could come here, and, if he so desired, correctly select
that tree from among the others.” I thank Allah that I, the humble tree before you, have
not been drawn with such intent. And not because I fear that if I’d been seen thus
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depicted all the dogs in Istanbul would assume I was a real tree and piss on me: I don’t
want to be a tree, I want to be its meaning.137

Here Pamuk touches a nerve of the waning Ottoman culture in the face of the European
Renaissance and enlightenment which superseded the two dimensional art of miniature
making with a more three dimensional perspectivism of life like depiction in paintings. To
Pamuk’s contemporaries from the Turkish Republic, this is a revalidation of the Ottoman
decline narrative which Pamuk implies began with ‘giving in’ to the enlightenment
perspective.138
Another noteworthy coffeehouse narrative is that of two dervishes who have been
dead for a hundred and ten years. The dervishes belong to the Kalenderi sect and represent a
more liminal perspective to the dominant discourse of the ‘decline’ narrative centred on the
Ottoman versus European enlightenment. Again the subject of this narrative is the
aforementioned Hoja, his irrational preaching against the Frankish infidels as well as against
the ‘Persia-partisan dervish lodges’, and also a Frankish artist who renders the two dervishes
in his renaissance style of painting. The objective of this particular evening of story-telling by
the meddeh is to insert a certain fuzzy logic into the polarising black and white, ‘us’ versus
‘them’, debate. The ‘dervishes’, belonging to the Kalenderi sect which is a Sufi order, have no
concern with artistic style, they merely observe and humour the Frankish artist and the Hoja.
The Hoja is representative of the political authority of the state and its will to restrict the
intellectual freedom of its denizens, and the Frankish artist is representative of the European
cultural influence on the Ottoman state and, subsequently, the Turkish Republic itself. From
the bulwark of their dervish status, these two followers of the Kalenderi order are able to
provide a neutral perspective which is not torn between the east and the west. By highlighting
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the presence of Kalenderi dervishes in the narrative of the coffeehouse, another aspect of the
Republican state sponsored historiographic censorship concerning alternative historical
accounts comes to the foreground. On the narrative from the sixteenth century the novel
superimposes the relatively modern detail from 1925 (two years after the founding of the
Republic of turkey) when all Sufi orders or terikat, and their lodges, were forcefully shut
down.
The state officially dissolved the sufi orders in 1925, although many continued to
practise underground. Orders that relied on conspicuous rituals, distinctive clothing,
special buildings and ceremonies, such as the Mevlevi, experienced more difficulty in
carrying out their religious ceremonies because their visibility made them easier to
locate and control. The Naksibendi order, however, survived both the legal ban of
1925 and persecution in the 1930s partly because it does not require a tekke and one of
its central rituals is a silent and relatively inconspicuous zikir. All sufi orders went
underground and organised their meetings secretly until the 1960s, when the state
eased its secularist strictures.139

In yet another session of storytelling, the meddah of the coffeehouse speaks as a
woman and attempts to include the marginalized perspective of a woman in the purely male
public space of the coffeehouse. Besides offering a somewhat skewed perspective of the
female psyche, this chapter (titled “I am a Woman”) is also significant as being the last in the
chain of narratives generated at the coffeehouse by the master storyteller. The meddah’s
narrative is cut short abruptly by an enraged mob of Erzurumis who storm the coffeehouse to
exact punishment on the proprietor and the storyteller for defaming the Nusrat Hoja. The
importance of this particular narrative arises out of its preceding chapter the narrator of which
is a Jewish woman named Esther. Esther works as a peddler, selling feminine knickknacks
and, in that capacity, also as a matchmaker for single women. Esther is equipped with a sharp
ear, a quick tongue and a shrewd understating of both women and men. All in all an
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intelligent woman, Esther enjoys the status of a beloved well-wisher of all. This unique
character stands out as a representation of the Ottoman cosmopolitan city. She meanders
around the city collecting and disposing of gossip, fine clothes and jewellery, her course
around the city being marked by the trust bestowed on her by regular customers, familiarity
with the private sphere of the city, and a sense of kinship with the women who occupy this
exclusive female space. In representing a woman’s perspective, her narrative is tinted by her
being a minority Jew which puts a double bind of marginality to it. Nevertheless, she remains
a carrier of old wives’ tales, superstitions and the wisdom of gut instinct. In contrast to this,
the narrative of the following chapter, where the meddah speaks as a woman, stands out not
only as a parody but as a commentary that is very self-reflexive because he confesses his
ignorance about women before beginning the story-telling session.
I know women quite well; in fact, I’ve known four personally, seen their faces and
spoken with them: 1. My mother, may she rest in eternal peace; 2. My beloved aunt; 3.
The wife of my brother (he always beat me), who said “Get out!” on one of those rare
occasions when I saw her - she was the first woman I fell in love with; 4. A lady I saw
suddenly at an open window in Konya during my travels. Despite never having spoken
with her, I’ve nursed feelings of lust toward her for years and still do. Perhaps, by
now, she’s passed away.140

These two chapters, “I am Esther”, narrated by an actual woman, and “I am a Woman”,
narrated by a male story teller, have been deliberately juxtaposed next to each other so that it
is clear that the meddah’s story at the coffeehouse is a parody of men’s limited understanding
of women and, by extension, implicating the limited understanding that a dominant view has
on marginality. The meddah’s portrayal of a woman or any other character for that matter is a
reminder of Pamuk’s own self-reflexivity as an author as he deliberately injects a dark
humour into the novel to highlight the ignorance and complacency of the masses with respect
to state authority. The coffeehouse, thus, becomes a space where a parody of complicity with

140

Orhan Pamuk, My Name Is Red, pp. 428-429

108

the state is staged and also a literary device used by Pamuk to generate this metafiction that
reinforces the unstable relationship between state narrative and unofficial oral tradition, as
well as between history and literature.
As the meddah or the master storyteller at the coffeehouse self-consciously parodies
being a woman, the discourse generated serves the larger purpose of turning the coffeehouse
into an embodied space of alterity within the Ottoman capital that was Istanbul. It is in the
coffeehouse that men from all walks of life, and all political and religious affiliations, gather
for not only a taste of coffee but what can be termed alternative encounters. It is here that the
cosmopolitanism of Ottoman Istanbul converges to form a concentration of multiple voices
that are a potential threat to state authority. It must be remembered that Pamuk’s reimagination of an Ottoman coffeehouse is a self-reflexive metafiction, and he openly takes
liberties with the re-creation of the traditional coffeehouse. Such self-reflexivity becomes
evident when the reader is directly addressed and his/her attention is subtly solicited to the
meddah’s presence and mediation in the surreal narrative:
I’m a dog, and because you humans are less rational beasts than I, you’re telling
yourselves, “Dogs don’t talk”. Nevertheless you seem to believe a story in which
corpses speak and characters use words they couldn’t possibly know. Dogs do speak,
but only to those who know how to listen.141

Again, quite explicitly, at the very end of the novel, Shekure, the central female character,
states this about her ‘son’ Orhan:
Above all, don’t be taken in by Orhan if he’s drawn Black more absentminded than he
is, made our lives harder than they are, Shevket worse and me prettier and harsher than
I am. For the sake of a delightful and convincing story, there isn’t a lie Orhan
wouldn’t deign to tell.142
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This is a clear indication by Pamuk that the narrative of the novel as a whole forms a selfreferential metafiction which alludes to a sub-text. As mentioned earlier, however, there is no
secret meaning to the events depicted; instead they can be read as a parable of much more
recent political events in Turkey and also as a latent critique of those events. Hence, instead of
directly targeting the state, Pamuk cloaks his criticism with a pseudo-satirical polemic against
the ‘Hoja of Erzurum’ whose followers, at this point in the novel, storm the coffeehouse in
order to punish the meddah by pulling out his tongue for making fun of the Hoja , but they
end up strangling him to death. This pulling out of the meddah’s tongue and his death by
strangulation is actually a jibe at the actions taken by the Turkish republic against anyone who
pokes fun at the secular state narrative vis-a-vis Kemalist nationalism. It must not be forgotten
that Pamuk feels strongly about the freedom of speech considering the criminal charges made
against him in 2005 for highlighting this very issue of freedom of speech in the Turkish
Republic and the assassination attempts that have been made on his life several times in the
past.
The coffeehouse is, thus, an embodied space that Pamuk reproduces in his novel
through creative remembrance. He turns this space into a platform of subverting state
authority by making the coercive authority of the Turkish Republic an object of ridicule as he
underscores the futility of mimicry of the European enlightenment as well as the very nature
of the Turkic identity by calling into question the genealogy of Ottoman and Turkic143 cultural
heritage, implicating Persian and Mongol origins and influences as being directly responsible
for the cultivation of art and literature in the Ottoman Empire. The proximity of
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Enlightenment Europe to the Ottoman Empire in the narrative of the novel also implies
European influences on what was to later become the Turkish Republic.
Pamuk’s engagement with the past is part of the process of ‘creative memory’ because
he relocates the contemporary political discourse on state censorship of free speech to the
temporally distant coffeehouse. As an historically embodied space of dissent, the Ottoman
coffeehouse in the contemporary scenario of the Turkish republic opens a portal to a more
distant past that questions the very basis of the Turkic identity synthesized during the cultural
revolution that saw the formation of the Republic. Although the elements of dissent in
Ottoman society were associated with Safavid sympathies through links with Sufi orders,
Pamuk appropriates these historical details in a modern context so that he is able to direct the
same sentiment of resistance against the national narrative on ‘Turkishness’. For Pamuk,
Turkishness or the Turkic identity is an anti-cosmopolitan identity that is intolerant, even
hostile, towards any alternative mode of political reality. This theme of cosmopolitanism
takes full force in the space of the coffeehouse which, being a platform for diverse narratives,
houses alterity and liminal perspectives, adding to the cosmopolitan experience of the
historical city. The common denominator of the coffeehouse stories is the voice of the
meddah. Be it the dog, the lone tree, the two dervishes or the woman, the meddah’s oratorical
rebuke is consistently targeted against the Hoja who has sworn enmity against coffee and
coffee drinkers. Under the garb of a tirade against the coffee hating cleric, the storyteller also
offers meditations on alternative Quran hermeneutics, perspectivism regarding image and
concept, the possibility of a neutral perspective which is neither European nor
Ottoman/Turkish, and, finally, on the self-reflexivity of the narrator himself reminding the
audience (or reader) not to be duped by the façade of storytelling. The latter brings us back
full circle to the function of the space of the coffeehouse in generating discourse that counters
the discourse of authority religiously imposed by the state. When superimposed on
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contemporary Istanbul, it sieves out the incongruities between the historical city and the
modern one, placing them in the palimpsest of the subtext so that they become manifest as
evident absences in the nationalistic context of Republican Turkey.
The Archives
Another aspect of the Ottoman city whose memory is re-appropriated in the context of
the Turkish Republic is the archives. Apart from being famous for its coffee houses, the
Ottoman capital of Istanbul also housed some of the most extensive bureaucratic, literary and
artistic documents in the history of the Middle East. Although the historical coffee houses did
not survive the founding of the nation state of Turkey, the archives were preserved and
transformed into libraries for research around the time of the formation of the Republic. The
Süleymaniye Library was instituted in 1918 in what were two religious seminaries in the
precincts of the Süleymaniye Mosque,144 and the Topkapı Palace Museum was established in
1924 to house archival records and books that had already been stored within the grounds of
the Topkapi Palace and in its treasury.145 The Ottoman archives are a database of
administrative, trade and fiscal records dating back to the thirteenth century and are
considered the most detailed and authentic bureaucratic documents on Ottoman foreign
relations as well as the administration of the entire empire. These archives are open to the
public, but, from the early twentieth century onwards, a few have to be accessed by special
permission obtained from Ankara.
Pamuk’s fascination with these archives resonates throughout his oeuvre, and his
second historical novel is based entirely on the idea of a manuscript from the seventeenth
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century that is found in the twentieth century. This novel, The White Castle, begins with an
introduction by Faruk Darvinoglu, a character from another novel by Pamuk called The Silent
House. Darvinoglu is a disillusioned anthropologist who has lost his positivistic outlook and,
having been forced to withdraw from his university, has taken up his grandfather’s profession
as an encyclopaedist. This character is an embodied parody of the positivist enlightenment
model in that the literal meaning of his name in English is “son of Darwin”, and, in The Silent
House, we witness his gradual disenchantment with the progressivist science of anthropology.
When not busy writing the encyclopaedia or drinking away his depression, therefore,
Darvinoglu spends his time rummaging through the archives of an old government office in
Gebze, thirty miles east of Istanbul. It is here that he discovers a manuscript relating the story
of a captured Venetian astrologer in Istanbul. Although the identity of the author of the
manuscript is unclear, Darvinoglu is determined to make an entry of the author’s name in the
encyclopaedia’s section on famous persons. When he is unable to identify the author, he
writes an article solely on the basis of the story with which he is obsessed, but the publishers
refuse to print it because the author of the manuscript was not considered famous enough. He
publishes the story by transcribing the manuscript from the Ottoman script into modern
Turkish. All of this is revealed in the preface of The White Castle, penned by Darvinoglu
himself, and the rest of the novel is presented as the transcribed story from the manuscript. In
the framework of the novel, which is based in Ottoman Istanbul and relates the first person
narrative of a Venetian slave working as an astrologer with his master, an elusive character,
known simply as Hoja, this preface provides an opening into the transcribed manuscript in the
same manner as the archive provides an opening into the Ottoman city. When his article on
the manuscript is denied publication, Darvinoglu is unable to keep the knowledge of its
discovery to himself and he talks about it incessantly in his circle of acquaintances.
For a time I told my story to everyone I met, as passionately as though I had written it
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myself rather than discovered it. To make it seem more interesting I talked about its
symbolic value, its fundamental relevance to our contemporary realities, how through
this tale I had come to understand our own time, etc. When I made these claims, young
people usually more absorbed in issues like politics, activism, East-West relations, or
democracy were at first intrigued, but like my drinking friends, they too soon forgot
my story.146

Darvinoglu recognises the function of the manuscript as a relevant document in understanding
his contemporary reality. He painstakingly transcribes the manuscript into contemporary
Turkish, and he does this by reading a couple of sentences from the manuscript at a table in
one room and then going to another room and writing them down at another table, in “today’s
idiom”147. Darvinoglu confesses that he is not literally transcribing word for word but only the
sense of what remained in his mind after reading the original. This constant shifting between
two writing tables is a clear reference to the transition from past to present, from Ottoman to
Republican, all in the space generated by a government archive. The two writing desks in two
different rooms, however, dramatise the distance between contemporary modern Turkish and
the Ottoman script, underscoring the irony that both are similar in speech but literally worlds
apart. Moreover, the act of transcribing in this peculiar way signifies the archive as a space
where past and present can be observed and compared like written text, and where the
transcriber is clearly taking liberties in turning a text from the past into a text for the present.
It is an act of creative remembering with which the Ottoman past is explored in order to make
sense of the present.
For Pamuk, the archives are a site within the city that re-create the city into a preRepublican and pre-modern cosmopolitan space. It is a cultural synthesis called terkip that
literally re-inscribes the city with its Ottoman past. Hence the archives become indispensable
in accessing an historical narrative that had been denied by the Republican state in order to
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enforce a secular modernist discourse on all state institutional levels. The presence of the
Ottoman past within the space of the archive serves to question and challenge Republican
ideals. According to Göknar:
For Pamuk in The White Castle, the imperial city is accessed through a similarly
neglected archive, one that is, however, textual. His Istanbul re-emerges as a
seventeenth-century historical artefact that reorients the city in the modern national
imagery.148

The question that comes to mind relates to the direction the city is being oriented within the
space of the archive. When the past is remembered and creatively re-produced in this way, it
can pose only a challenge to a modernist episteme and consequently the very idiom of
articulation of a world view. Like the coffeehouse, the archive, thus, becomes a means of
channelling the lived experience of an historical cosmopolitan city into a modern nationalistic
paradigm. In juxtaposing the Ottoman text with the nationalistic discourse, the latter becomes
subject to a reading that distances itself from the paradigm of the Republic and enables an
objective perception of the nationalistic discourse.
Pamuk further explores the subversive potential of the archive in My Name Is Red. My
Name Is Red is conspicuous in its layout for a detective fiction. It begins with a detailed
illustration of a map, not of Istanbul but of a region almost one fourth of the globe, covered by
the Ottoman and Safavid Empires and extending on into Afghanistan and Hindustan where
the Mughal Empire began. The entire map spans a region from Venice in the west to Agra in
the east. More conspicuous still is a chronology indexed at the end of the novel, beginning
from 336 B.C and ending at 1617 A.D. Perhaps it serves to validate some names and incidents
in the novel, a validation that the reader discovers at the end of the novel after the culmination
of the events in the narrative. The reader also realizes that the rainbow of multiple voices
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arose and spoke from a singular idiom, the idiom of a shared history of the region represented
in the map. Along with the map of the region, the indexed chronology comes across as being a
carefully documented temporal development with the names of the protagonist and other
characters inserted to give the effect of archival historiography. This layout, as mentioned
earlier, is a re-mediation of a chronology of historical events that are marginalised in the
secular modernist discourse of the Republic, but Pamuk re-imagines them in the context of
his fictional work in order to underscore the non-existence of a purely Turkic identity or race
which was advocated during the ‘tanzimat’ or period of cultural revolution.
It comes about, therefore, that, in the sixteenth century, besides coffeehouses in
Ottoman Istanbul there was another space, albeit not an easily accessible space, that housed
documents that stood as a contradiction to the dogma of the Ottoman universal state. This was
the royal treasury at the Topkapi Palace, which was later transformed into a museum library
that contains a large collection of Ottoman and Safavid manuscripts. Needless to say, My
Name Is Red is based entirely on the art of miniatures and imparts a commentary on the
manuscripts that contain these miniature paintings. More than an appraisal of this ‘medieval’
art form, it is a re-visitation of a pre-modern perspective and an exploration of the coinage of
an idiom temporally distant from the contemporary Turkish language. Pamuk tries to reintroduce this lost idiom to Republican discourse as he delves into the treasury of the Topkapi
Palace because that is the only space in the city that has preserved the ‘spectralised subject’
of Persian and Arab influences on Ottoman culture and, hence, questions the idea of a pure
Turkic identity. The archive is replete with manuscripts containing Persian miniatures,
especially from Herat, Tabriz and Isfahan, each a capital of the Safavid Empire in a certain
time period.
Although relations between the Ottoman Empire and the Safavid Empire had
deteriorated to a considerable degree in the sixteenth century, cultural exchange between the
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two had not stopped. The Safavid Empire lost several wars with the Ottomans during this time
period, but its cultural impact on their western rivals was immense, and military supremacy
did not get in the way of the Ottomans’ love of Persian manuscripts of epic poetry and
miniature art. In fact, the palace treasury of the Ottomans was filled with Persian manuscripts
confiscated as war booty as well as gifts or peace offerings from Safavid officials. What is of
interest to us here, however, is not the Ottoman-Safavid relationship but Pamuk’s
reproduction of this history to invigorate the debate on perspective. If previously, in The
White Castle, Pamuk had gone only as far back as the seventeenth century, in My Name Is
Red he digs deeper into the archive to a more distant past, this time in order to challenge the
epistemological basis of the cultural revolution that resulted in the formation of the Republic.
In the archive of the Royal Treasury, the master miniaturist Osman sits for three
consecutive days, poring over the miniatures produced by his workshop as well as those
produced in the fabled workshops of Herat and Tabriz more than a century before. Master
Osman is able to make comparisons of the two workshops, and he realises that the Persian
miniatures have been made more skilfully than the latter ones and are the originals that had
been copied by the Ottomans: “Whether it be the great masters of Herat or the new masters of
Tabriz, Persian artists had made more extraordinary illustrations, more masterpieces, than we
Ottomans.”149 In the space of the treasury, Master Osman comes to the understating that, as
the Ottoman miniaturists grapple with the prospects of an emergent form of painting in
Renaissance Europe, they are losing their hold on the traditional Persian style of painting
miniatures. The Persian miniatures basically evolved from calligraphy to figurative painting
and remained an extension of the text, as embellishment on the pages of the manuscript and as
an aid to the reader’s imagination. For this reason they were deliberately rendered flat and two
dimensional so as to remain faithful to the meaning (of the narrative of the manuscript)
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instead of the form. With the advent of the European renaissance, however, painting gained
depth and perspective, became centred on portraiture and detached from any narrative text.
Meaning precedes form in the world of our art. As we begin to paint in imitation of the
Frankish and Venetian masters, […] the domain of meaning ends and the domain of
form begins.150
The Ottomans were caught between these two world views, one independent of any narrative
and the other completely dependent on one. As the character Black observes, “For if you
begin to draw a horse differently, you begin to see the world differently”.151 Art not only
reflects the episteme of a particular society, but a change in artistic expression and technique
can also lead to a paradigm shift. Pamuk makes this subtle suggestion as he exploits the
archive’s potential to subvert an existing episteme which is embedded in an Enlightenment
paradigm.
In the isolation of the treasury, with so much history surrounding him, Master Osman
discerns that it is their stories that shape their narrative and their narrative that shapes their
perspective, and perspective, in turn, gives meaning to their art form. By locating this moment
of epiphany within the archive, Pamuk pits the Republican ‘tanzimat’/cultural revolution
rooted in European enlightenment ideals against a traditional pre-modern epistemology. The
fact that he has chosen the space of the archive for this encounter reveals the presence of the
past in the modern city as a virtual palimpsest. The archives are an indication that at least the
cultural memory embedded in the collective city will keep resurfacing. This novel, therefore,
literally is an effort on Pamuk’s part to override the historical narrative construed by the
Republic against the Ottomans, in the same manner as the Ottomans construed a tale of their
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royal lineage to justify their rule. Although the events of My Name Is Red take place in the
late sixteenth-century, they have a strong bearing on modern Republican historiography as it
highlights the archives in the city as free zones where the nation state’s authority cannot
penetrate and, hence, as potential spaces of dissent because they present the possibility of
taking the shift away from the secular modernist paradigm to an alternative one. Yet more
than just creating binary oppositions, the presence of the archival space in the contemporary
Turkish Republic first of all signals the strength of a past that cannot be completely
overwritten by official historiography and, secondly, the creation of a space that allows the
present to come to terms with that past instead of repressing it completely as was done during
the cultural revolution in the early twentieth century.
As Master Osman contemplates the stories that the miniatures represent and the
questions of style and technique ultimately leading to the question of perspective, Pamuk
teases out modern tensions between east and west, tracing them back to a seemingly trivial
matter of centering one’s world around God or Man and, thus, creating a space for dialogue
between the two. The biggest question that arises in the archives of the Royal Treasury is that
if enchantment with ‘meaning’ rather than ‘form’ is represented by a pluralistic world view
vis-a-vis the Ottoman past, and Man centeredness by secular modernity vis-a-vis the nation
state, can Turkey find a way in between? By reconstituting events from the past into the
present, often folkloric events from the manuscripts found in the Ottoman archives, Pamuk
resurrects an idiom that, in today’s bipolar world of extreme ideological positions,
communicates a multi-perspectivism that could ease and diminish the hold of the nation state
over the cultural memories of its citizens.
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Conclusion
The city of Istanbul plays a central role in Pamuk’s narrative fiction which represents it through
literary palimpsesting and diverts focus to a marginalised aspect of cosmopolitanism. It stands for
a lost cosmopolitan and multi-perspectival experience that cannot be relived but nevertheless can
be creatively remembered and incorporated int o the modern Republic. By using mnemonic
techniques, Pamuk has been able to reconstitute the city’s past in the present modernist discourse
thereby challenging the state-sponsored narrative concerning Ottoman history as well as the
coercive nature of this assertion. The Ottoman theme in Pamuk’s works of fiction runs contrary to
the official narrative about a regressive Ottoman society as the creative remembrance of his novels
recreates city spaces that harbour subversive elements. Interestingly enough, both these spaces, the
coffeehouse and the archive, are repositories of some kind of narrative tradition. In the
coffeehouse it is the oral tradition of the meddah that serves to challenge and ridicule the
orthodoxy of the state, and in the archives it is the written tradition of manuscripts that questions
the validity of official historiography.
The function of narratives in the development of epistemes - epistemes in the sense of
perspective - is the crux of the argument of this chapter. How we view and perceive our world
shapes our experiences and our experiences, in turn, mould our surroundings which eventually
create embodied spaces. The imperial capital of the Ottoman Empire might have been subject to a
universal state, but it was historically a cosmopolitan city that was home to diverse groups and
communities of people. When Pamuk creatively remembers Ottoman Istanbul, he does it with the
present reality of the Republic in mind and exploits certain historical public spaces to generate a
discourse which is alternative to the nation state’s secular modernist discourse. The Ottoman city
itself then becomes a narrative, a story that is an allegory or parable for the modern city, opening
up spaces to give voice to alterity and for the possibility of alternative perspectives.
The epistemic significance of such a story, which has subversive potential, is best
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illustrated by Pamuk himself in his novel Snow. As the poet protagonist Ka, posing as a
journalist, meets an extremist Islamist called Blue, Blue tells him a story about the legendry
Persian heroes Rustam and Suhrab, another recurrent trope in Pamuk’s works, from the epic
poem Shahnameh or The Book of Kings. After a long narrative, Blue remarks that he had not
told Ka the story to show him what it meant to him, but instead to tell him that it had been
forgotten:
This thousand-year-old story comes from Firdevsi’s Shehname. Once upon a time,
millions of people knew it by heart --- from Tabriz to Istanbul, from Bosnia to
Trabzon --- and when they recalled it they found meaning in their lives… But now,
because we’ve fallen under the spell of the West, we’ve forgotten our own stories.
They’ve removed all the old stories from our children’s textbooks.152

Considering that Turkey had never been colonised, this westernisation came from within. As
mentioned earlier, the internalised orientalism of the Republic created schisms between its
cultural history and the Turkish identity. Pamuk critiques the mythic foundations of the
constructed national identity of the Turkish Republic in his narrative fiction by revitalising the
cultural memory of the city of Istanbul and deploying traces of the Ottoman past that had been
relegated to dusty archives and dismissed as obsolete social activities. Turkey obviously does
not stand alone in its construction of a nationalistic discourse; this is a symptom of all modern
nation states and Turkey is one instance only of this modernistic episteme. This nationalism
can best be confronted with a more inclusive world view, embodied by the pluralistic city
detached from the nation state, which does not take political boundaries and positions as
seriously as is done now in this polarised world.
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Chapter 3
Musealising the City

This chapter will address the significance of the museum as part and parcel of the
‘modernizing project’, and it will examine the modernizing project’s tendency to ‘musealise’
from the nineteenth century onwards. In the analysis of Pamuk’s work that follows and his
work’s engagement with the modern city of Istanbul, museums are seen as institutions
directly related to a European colonial legacy that helped crystallise western hegemonic
epistemes and the power structures they validated and perpetuated. They functioned by
creating a ‘national’ history of not only Turkey but most nation states for that matter. This
chapter demonstrates how Pamuk develops the concept of a museum with a counter narrative,
a museum of ‘innocence’ which disengages from the grand narrative of a state-sponsored
museum; and how at the same time it is embedded in the hüzün drenched cityscape of
Istanbul as both a public and private space.
Pamuk’s fascination with the city surfaces in almost all of his work but most acutely in
his novel The Museum of Innocence. Centred on a man infatuated with a young distant cousin
and his fetishizing of her, the plot is merged into the ‘texture’ of the city, the colouring and
feel of Istanbul, as the city’s materiality comes to reflect the protagonist’s obsession with a
former lover. The objects within, and of, the city come to define a single man’s life,
specifically a man from the Çukurcuma district where the house of the protagonist’s love
interest is located and which he eventually makes his home after her family moves out. The
narrative, although not autobiographical, in more ways than one reflects Pamuk’s own
relationship with the city, which is most evident in the material existence of an actual
Museum of Innocence built by Pamuk (based on the novel) located in the old Çukurcuma
district. This museum also contributes to the topography of the cityscape in its own quaint
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way. Çukurcuma was really a derelict area of central Istanbul, part of the old city, but it has
recently emerged as a hot spot of local cultural experience, and it is close to where Pamuk
himself has taken up residence, moving to this district from the upscale location of his family
house. In addition to The Museum of Innocence, his autobiographical work, Istanbul:
Memories and the City, also bears witness to Pamuk’s passion for the material culture of the
city, depicting the cityscape of Istanbul from his memories of growing up there as well as
meditating on the history of its modern culture.
Taking the cue from the theme of material culture and an obsession with objects of the
city in these two works, I will be looking at the phenomenon of modernity depicted in the
works by deploying the concept of ‘musealisation’ to analyse the motif of museums and
collecting in Pamuk´s selected works. This chapter will be divided into two sections, i)
Musealisation, and ii) Pamuk as ´expository agent´153. In the first section I will give an
overview of the history shared by the nation state and the museum as state institution, as well
as its relevance to Turkish Republican history as a way of contextualising and explicating the
Museum of Innocence built by Pamuk. In the second section I will discuss and analyse
Pamuk´s agency in the exposition of the material culture of modern Turkey and the counternarrative that he produces at the same time. This section is further divided into two subsections, one focusing on Pamuk’s interest in ‘private museums’, and the other examining the
concept of hüzün in mediating the public and private in the space of the museum. In the whole
chapter I argue that Pamuk’s purpose is to centralise the periphery which is partially or
completely side-lined in the context of the nation state and to contest the demarcated and
impermeable spaces of state apparatuses represented by the institution of the museum.
Before starting with the analysis, I would, however, like to contextualise the term
´musealisation´ which I will be deploying as a conceptual framework for the argument of this
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chapter. Andreas Huyssen used the term ‘musealisation’ in relation to the contemporary
process of the “collecting, citing, and appropriating” of mundane objects and images. The
museal sensibility accompanied the wave of Western modernisation which homogenised
global culture to a considerable extent, varying from region to region depending on its geopolitical location on the globe. Huyssen notes that this sensibility which rose out of a sense of
loss of the past and the need to preserve that past at least in its materiality in the face of sterile
modernisation is also a Western phenomenon.
The popularity of the museum is, I think, a major cultural symptom of the crisis of the
western faith in modernization as panacea. One way of judging its activities must be to
determine to what extent it helps overcome the insidious ideology of the superiority of
one culture over all others in space and time, to what extent and in what ways it opens
itself to other representations and how it will be able to foreground problems of
representations, narrative, and memory in its designs and exhibits.154
The ideology of superiority of one culture over another in the preservation of artefacts
belonging to ‘other’ cultures for pedagogical purposes that perpetuate such power relations
has not escaped Pamuk’s eye. He is vocal in differentiating between his own Museum of
Innocence and a normative museum. In an interview with Nathan Gardels, he states:
The habit of collecting, of attachment to things, is an essential human trait. But
Western civilisation put collecting on a pedestal by inventing museums. Museums are
about representing power. It could be the king’s power or, later, people’s power. 155

Pamuk makes an association between putting power and collections on a pedestal. This is an
interesting power relation which demonstrates the potency of the pedagogical space which
allows the gaze of the viewer to scrutinise an object put on display in this space. He
recognises the fact that preservation, putting on display and musealising, endows the agent of
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the process of musealiation, i.e., the curator or sponsor of the museum with immense power
that could hegemonise peripheral perspectives and epistemes. This agency had historically
belonged to the monarchy and, later, to the people, which could potentially mean the common
man as well as the modern nation state. It is, however, understood that, by and large, this
agency to create pedagogical spaces where certain objects are put on display for amusement
as well as for reinforcing cultural norms or dominant discourses belongs to the state.
The Museum of Innocence, on the other hand, is a break away from this power
dynamic between the object and curator/museum sponsor, and it houses mundane objects
taken from the urban material culture of Istanbul from the mid to late twentieth century. The
key issues that emerge within the framework of Pamuk’s ‘musealisation’ of urban modernity
in the form of preserved material cultural objects are concerned with the relationship between
urban individuals and objects of mundane utility, which would make the Museum of
Innocence an unlikely state institution considering that museums are generally public, stateowned spaces that promulgate state ideology. Although the relationship between people and
objects develops in an historical and social context based on the experiences shaped by these
external socio-historical factors, the objects housed in Pamuk’s Museum are imbued with a
significance that surpasses their exchange value and are not in any way instrumental in a
pedagogic purpose. Pamuk’s attempt to musealise such objects not only freezes in time the
experiential value attached to them but it also contests the urban museum as a pedagogical
space asserting and projecting the power relations between a modern state and the ‘other’
which in relation to the state could be anything that falls outside the modern nationalist
discourse of the state and could even potentially oppose the state’s ideology. He makes an
historical connection between the museum as a state-sponsored institution and modern
Western civilisation and not with the non-Western world which was characterised by the odd
individual collector. Later, however, with the creation of nation states in the ‘non-West’,
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public museums became vital for the state:
However, in the last 50 years, the non-Western world is catching up with museums
because it wants to represent its power. Most of the time such museums are about the
power of the state. They are crude exercises, like waving a flag. This new museum
mania avoids representing reality in an artistic or personal way. Power is more
important than art or the person. That is the trend.156
Pamuk, as writer and even as collector, thus meticulously documents and catalogues the
constituents of urban life in the historical late modern period and early republican period of
Istanbul. He exposes the intimate relationship between the objects that are representative of
urban life and national identity which acted as a prompt to acquire these objects in the first
place. This was because the birth of the nation state was accompanied by a simultaneous
industrialism which not only pushed towards progress through rapid industrialisation but also
saw an increase in a consumer culture as a new, nationally-conscious middle class inclined
towards a fast-paced urban lifestyle that emerged in the cities.157
The ‘Museum of Innocence’ functions as a space which, in emulating a normative
modern museum, puts the very paraphernalia of modern material culture and consumer
products on display as curiosities from an obsolete time. In doing so it has become a
dialectical space that turns the notion of modernity on itself by subjecting the modern lifestyle
to the modern gaze. This creates an interesting paradox because an individual who considers
him/herself ‘modern’ would epistemically be inclined to demythologise any traditional
narrative and advocate the ‘new’, as Ezra Pound famously declared, the modernist should
“Make it new!”, making a break away from the old or traditional. In this scenario, however,
‘the new’ is pitted against ‘the new’ itself. The modern visitor to the museum is made to turn
his/her objectifying gaze on his/her own mundane reality and strip it of idealised notions of
progress. The objects of daily use housed in the Museum of Innocence are from the second
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half of the 20th century and consist mostly of industrial products that once carried utilitarian
value which depreciated with the passage of time. What remains preserved in the Museum are
objects that have no utility as such, but which, nevertheless, tell the tale of lives embroiled in
rapid urbanisation, industrialisation and the rhetoric of progress. The modern visitor to the
Museum is, thus, confronted by an historicisation of the notion of progress and s/he is made to
feel like an outsider in relation to the process of modernisation. In other words, Pamuk’s
museum functions on the basis of the gaze of the museum visitor who has been ´conditioned´
to be scientific and deductive, as we will examine in the first section of this chapter. In the
case of the Museum of Innocence it, ironically, looks at modern material culture with the
classificatory and ultimately reductionist outlook of modernity itself.

Musealisation
This section addresses the question of why there was a need to institutionalise
museums in the first place and how museums perpetuate certain hegemonic paradigms. With
this examination and critique of the museum I hope to reach a better understating of Pamuk’s
initiative to collect and preserve representative objects from the city of Istanbul and to what
extent this enables him to formulate a critique of the narrative of Republican urban ideals.
Socio-historically speaking, urban settlements have always functioned as the seats of
monarchic rule for the simple reason that absolute power requires a sedentary existence of the
masses over which this power is exercised. Hence a marked feature of any city would be the
visibility it lent to the power of the monarch in the form of city planning and iconic
architecture.158 With the dissolution of monarchic rule, however, and the emergence of the
nation state from the late nineteenth century onwards, the power structures shifted and
rearranged themselves to accommodate a democratic system that, nevertheless, required state
158

See Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History; translated by F. Rosenthal; abridged and
edited by N. J. Dawood. (Princeton : Princeton University Press, 1969)

127

apparatuses to wield authority and even control. The nation state was an effect of European
colonialism that disseminated democratic and republican ideals based on the political
philosophy of the French Enlightenment in the eighteenth century.159 Along with
enlightenment ideals, hence, certain legacies of the colonial period were institutionalised in
nation states as permanent fixtures of modern civilisation, and the museum was one of these.
Turkey’s case is unique since it was almost colonised but it was made a Republic just
before it was to be cut up into pieces and shared among the Allies during the First World War.
Before it actually became a Republic, however, the Tanzimat in the Ottoman Empire were
already working towards creating an empire that would be more friendly towards
modernisation and the enlightenment project of ‘civilisation’ by incorporating organisational
and institutional changes based on the western model. Although earlier on, during the ‘premodern’ or even ‘pre-Turkic’ period, collection practices were restricted to the re-use of
Hellinistic and Christian architectural remains or as private collections, right after the
Tanzimat, in 1869, the word collection was replaced by ‘museum’ and such collections were
put on public display for the first time, and the first autonomous museum was institutionalised
in 1889, a few decades before the formation of the Turkish republic in 1923.160 The creation
of western social and educational institutions, like the museum, well before the founding of
the Republic thus proved to be a milestone on the Ottoman Empire’s way towards becoming a
nation State.
Broadly speaking, the approach of the Tanzimat movement towards civilisation and
progress was Eurocentric as far as its ideological impetus was concerned. Even though the
Ottoman Empire, prior to its shift to a westernised secular Republic, had never actually been
colonised, except for a very brief occupation by France and Britain in 1918 when the Allies
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were ousted in the Turkish war of independence, it adopted the European model as a survival
tactic in the face of increasing interference by France and Britain in its domestic policies.
Along with the European model of governance, however, the founders of the Turkish
Republic also adopted the mind-set of the European Enlightenment philosophy which was a
development from Europe’s feudalistic history, and was, hence, intrinsically tied to
capitalistic structures that formed the basis of colonialism. So there might not have been a
physical colonisation of Ottoman lands but there was a definitive intellectual colonisation that
took place during the Tanzimat which saw the centuries-old Ottoman system as ‘backward’ or
counter-productive which it might very well have been. But nevertheless, the Turkish
Republic was, under great duress and rigorous reforms, modelled on a social organisation that
was European in form and which was seen as “the superior prototype of social organisation, a
model that could be reproduced in other societies that have not had the good fortune of having
initiated this superior form on the condition that these societies free themselves of the
obstacles posed by their particular cultural traits, which were deemed responsible for their
backwardness.”161 The European model of statehood, thus, became the basis of the Turkish
nation state which undertook the engineering of a culture to unify and homogenise the diverse
linguistic and cultural groups in modern Turkey.
It is, therefore, imperative to look at museums as an institution directly related to a
European colonial legacy that helped crystallise western hegemonic epistemes and the power
structures they validated and perpetuated in order to understand their function in creating a
‘national’ history of not only Turkey but any nation state for that matter. How this ties in with
Pamuk’s deployment of museums as a literary motif will follow the present discussion on the
processes of a museum on a societal scale. Because the birth of the museum as such took
place in Europe, I will, at this point, include Tony Bennett in this discussion on the function
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of the museum as a space relegated to public display. In the previous chapter I discussed the
Foucauldian concept of ‘heterotopia’ in my analysis of the public royal treasury as archive in
Pamuk’s fiction, and here again Bennett introduces museums as heterotopias of time where
objects accumulate preserved from the ravages of time. In the development of museums from
private collections and “cabinets of curiosities” to full-fledged public spaces, one link in this
chain of development was the amusement park. The amusement park was a temporal overlap
between the two heterotopias of time, museums and fairs, that Foucault had delineated in Des
Espaces Autres (Of Other Spaces), one where time accumulates and the other where time is
hyper-ephemeral, yet both create a break away from traditional time. The amusement park,
on the other hand, brings the two together retaining the “festival mode” of the fair but also the
sense of fixating time on one specific space. The amusement park gave precedence to a
regulatory function for public conduct as well because of its low tolerance for erratic social
behaviour that might disrupt the general “atmosphere of wholesome family entertainment”. 162
The ‘festive mode’ as well as this performative aspect were also characteristics of the
amusement park’s sister cultural institution, the international exhibition, which became the
precursor of the modern metropolitan museum. To say that the modern museum also
constitutes these two aspects would be reductionist, but Bennett, in his history of the museum,
does underscore the performative aspect of the amusement park and the exhibitionary space
that carries a didactic potential for shaping public behaviour through “organised walking”
and, by extension, instructing the public in their temporal progression through space which
conditions their perception of that space. It is, therefore, no longer an ‘other space’, and it
cannot be said to be a heterotopia in its social functions. Rather, it is where social normativity
is conditioned. Added to that, the museum as a public space, open to all sections of the
population, has a civilising influence in its democratic dissemination of knowledge and
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culture, in theory at least, and by token of its internal structuring and layout demands a
performative emulation by the less-privileged sections of the population of the more
privileged, and, hence, more ‘cultured’ classes. 163
According to Bennett, efforts were made in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries to draw culture within the jurisdiction of state governance in order for it to be
instrumental in the regulation of “the habits, morals, manners, and beliefs of the subordinate
classes”.164 Built as a repository of high culture, the museum not only housed natural objects
but also cultural artefacts, and, in many respects, it was not dissimilar to an art gallery except
that a museum was, in addition to being an expository space, a space of regulation where the
visitor’s body had to conform to the spatial organisation of the museum and move in
accordance with the norms of public conduct by going through the motions required for
viewing the exhibits.165 The establishment of the museum, thus, instituted in the public sphere
a degree of state control over the deployment of culture in inculcating modern values and
mind sets. Furthermore, with the rise of the nation state which replaced power and authority
of the monarchic system in Europe, the visitor at the museum was no longer exposed to
displays of the power of a monarch but to a more didactic process whereby s/he could better
understand the scientific and progressive itinerary of humankind from primitive times to the
modern present. Furthermore, the visitor, by being temporally situated in the present, saw
her/himself at the most advanced stage of human progress. But “the past, as embodied in
historic sites and museums, while existing in a frame which separates it from the present, is
entirely the product of present practices which organise and maintain that frame.”166 (Bennett
130) Although this embodiment of history in the structured space of the museum has helped
the state to textually organise the narrative of a ‘national’ past in the European context, it

163

Ibid., p. 7, 8, 47
Ibid., p. 19
165
Ibid., p. 24
166
Ibid., p. 130
164

131

becomes problematic when, in this developmental conception of time rendered visible in the
museum, the cultural artefacts of non-European social systems are relegated to pre-history or
pre-Enlightenment era, thus compounding evolutionary progress with non-European
identities. This also happened to be an exclusionary space that in all probability could not
accommodate a visitor with a non-European identity since it addressed an audience native to
Europe, “The devices which rendered human progress into a performable narrative within the
museum entailed that only some humans and not others could recognise themselves as fully
addressed by that narrative and thus be able to carry out its performative routines.” 167 Coupled
with the regulatory function of the museum that allows the visitor to move only in a predefined way while also controlling what s/he perceives in that space, the state or the
expository agent is fully capacitated over the museum visitor.
The growth of museum culture in the Ottoman Empire around the same period, when
Europe was musealising all manner of pasts in order to construct a developmental
historiography of its own progress in civilisation, took on a counter-colonial aspect but was
modelled on the same progressivist narrative. It, therefore, comes as no surprise that, in the
Turkish context, the institution of the museum has been pivotal in developing a secular
national identity framed by the geographical location of the Turkish Republic at the borders of
Europe and thought out during the revolutionary secularist era of the early Republican years.
In contrast to the Tanzimat period, or late Ottoman reformations, the early years of the
Republic from 1922 to 1928 saw a significant shift from the display of territorial and military
power in Ottoman exhibitions to a more ethnographic display. 168 An ethnographic museum
was built in Ankara which was the new capital of the Republic and was intended to be
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completely nationalistic, envisioned by the leading nationalist literary figure, Ziya Gokalp, as
an embodiment of the contemporary Turkish citizen´s lifestyle. In musealising the common
people´s objects of everyday use, however, they were already being relegated to the past
which had effectually been overcome by the revolutionary secular reforms of Ataturk. Then,
from 1941 to 1968, in yet another wave of identity building the museums of the Republic took
on a more archaeological turn with focus on the ancient Hittite history of Anatolia, with the
object of sealing the break away from its Ottoman past. The Museum of Anatolian
Civilisations built in the fortress at Ankara was such an ethnographic and archaeological
museum that helped to construct an ethno-nationalist identity that could easily be called
purely ´Turkic´, “The museum was conceived at the apogee of the Turkish Historical Thesis,
which posited the Hittites as proto-Turkic, thus implying Aryan and autochthonous roots for
modern Turks (Shaw, 2008; Tanyeri-Erdemir, 2006)”.169 So, in a manner similar to the
Eurocentric vision of history, the Turkic identity was seen as an ethnicity diffusing from
Mesopotamia, the cradle of civilisation, to the nearby Hittites local to Anatolia, highlighting a
superior Aryan legacy. Like its European counterpart and role model, there were decidedly
racist and ethnocentric undertones which went hand in hand with all processes of constructing
a national identity that was specific to a geographic region.
My purpose in including a brief history of museums in the Turkish Republic and a
more general background of the origins of the museum as a cultural institution inscribed with
Enlightenment ideals is to enable a comparative and critical view of institutionalising the
process of enshrining cultural and material artefacts that relegates them to a discarded past.
By the same token the present is seen as the spearhead of a teleology that conflates it with the
subject or “I”, the ultimate effect of which is the pushing of the “other”, or those who fall
outside the precincts of modernity, to a totally different timeframe all together. Hence the
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modern or nationalist subject will always see her/himself in the present and as the forerunner
of the evolutionary and progressive discourse, and the anti-modernist or anti-nationalist will
forever remain on the periphery since s/he belongs to a distant temporality because s/he is not
in the ´present´. Orhan Pamuk stands at this juncture, between the “I” and the “other”,
because, by using his authorial agency in voicing his anti-nationalist stance, he centralises the
periphery and smudges the naturalised boundaries of what is understood as the nation state. In
the following section I will attempt to conflate the notion of the museum as textual practice
with the authorial agency of Pamuk, and so analyse his “textual practice” as curator or
“expository agent" vis-a-vis the state´s establishment of historical museums in Turkey.

II. Pamuk as “Expository Agent”
Given the history of the museum as an institution that concurred with and abetted the
vast and ambitious project of the Enlightenment, Pamuk’s Museum of Innocence stands out as
an antithesis to the modern age, in other words, a post-modern structure offering a counternarrative to the universalising narrative of the state institution. There are two reasons for this.
Firstly, there is the scale of the museum which is very small and personal, yet organised and
administered like any other exhibitory space. Secondly, there is the fact that it is based on a
completely fictitious narrative. In order to appreciate the cultural significance of this museum,
the relationships among the role that Pamuk plays in its narrative as expository agent, the
objects on display, and the visitor to the museum need to be analysed and understood. In
Double Exposures, Mieke Bal defines an “expository agent” as a subject of exposing. 170 The
relationships among expository agent, the objects on display and the visitors are, of course,
not unique to Pamuk’s museum and they are the generic structure in the communication of
any narrative in museology. According to Bal, this structure has developed a paradigm of
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museology which can be used in the field of cultural analysis.
The expository agency that she refers to is a cultural practice, “and the cultural politics
and divisions that enable that practice, not an individual and his or her personal intentions”, 171
and, by positing Pamuk as the expository agent, I argue that his subjectivity is in actuality
self-reflexive. This means that, while Pamuk plays the role of what Bal calls a Cartesian
narrator, an apparently neutral narrator imparting impersonal knowledge, his predisposition
and intent are already known to the visitor. In her thesis Bal proposes a “homeopathic” cure to
the scientific and Cartesian organisations of both ethnographic museums and art museums, a
cure which endorses confusions, the suspension of categories and contamination among the
elements of exposition,172 the spatial organisation and didactic function which have been
discussed in the first section of this chapter, which can be realised if the expository agent is
self-reflexive and hence not objective. By pointing to its own ‘fiction’ (being based on a
fictive narrative), the Museum of Innocence functions as a museum because it relies on, and
takes for granted, the tendency of the modern visitor to “believe in the truth of the knowledge
represented through fiction”173, yet, at the same time, it relies on the visitor to have read the
narrative fiction to which the museum is a monument. The expository agent is an important
aspect of the museum because s/he is the subject who structures the museum as a meaningmaking space for the lay visitor, and, if the expository agent includes the contrivances of this
space in the exposition, s/he becomes self-reflexive. The museum as an institution up till now
has been discussed as anything but self-reflexive, and Bal’s paradigmatic utilisation of
museology for cultural analysis helps break down the first person narrative of the expository
agent, exposing its dependency on the second person (the visitor) and hence questioning its
agency and neutrality. She states something very interesting in this respect:
Museums emerged with the colonization of the world; we are now facing the end of
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that phase in the history that the project of conservation tried to freeze[…] We may be
approaching the end of the museum or we may not; but we are certainly approaching
the end of its disingenuous innocence.” 174
According to Bal, state-sponsored museums are not as innocent as they seem because they
generate a narrative that relies on certain discursive strategies, which were largely determined
by the colonisation of the world in the modern era. This practice of museology she calls
“discursive museology” because it is based on certain discursive perspectives which, broadly
speaking, categorise the institution into the ethnographic museum and the art museum. Within
these two frameworks certain discursive strategies are set in motion and they obscure the
issues of colonialism (in relation to the institution of the museum) such as diminishing native
culture through rhetoric. Since discursivity is “most notably rhetoric imbricated with narrative
[it] is a crucial aspect of the institution” and it follows that the institution is framed by two
rhetorical devices, the metaphor and the synecdoche which determine whether it will be an art
museum or an ethnographic museum.175 Where a metaphorical discourse is framed by the
narrative of an art museum thus rendering universal the aesthetic of the art works on display
irrespective of their culture of origin, the narrative of the ethnographic museum frames a
synecdochical discourse because the objects housed therein are considered to be parts or
fragments of a larger culture, one which they represent in their capacity as cultural artefacts.
I would like to focus on, and bring attention to, the rhetorical instrumentalisation of
synecdoche in discursive museology because it delimits the ‘artefact’ to its culture of origin.
It, thus, cuts it off from any metaphorical readings that could have an aesthetic appeal which
trespasses cultural boundaries and which, according to Bal, embody a synecdochical logic.
Fetishism, which is an obsessive collection of objects related to or having some kind of
connection with a larger whole – a person or a culture, carries a synecdochical logic and is
especially pertinent to collectors and their collections. This has particular relevance to
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Pamuk’s Museum of Innocence which makes for an all-the-more thought-provoking case
study since the objects put on display do not belong in the category of ethnography but the
narrative of the museum deploys a synecdochical discourse.

Fig. 1

Fig.2

Fig. 3

Figures 1, 2 and 3 are sample images of how the exhibits at the Museum of Innocence
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are structured and calibrated. Each exhibit is aligned to a chapter from the novel The Museum
of Innocence, and it is accordingly captioned with the title and number of the chapter which it
represents. Fig. 1 shows exhibit 30, captioned “Füsun Doesn’t Live Here Anymore”, and
showcases a (full) teacup and saucer, a decorative piece shaped like a lying dog, and a small
cut-crystal bowl. These three objects are commonplace items easily found in many middle
class drawing rooms, and they were also present in Füsun’s parents’ house where Kemal went
looking for her and was told politely that Füsun had moved out. The image in Fig. 2 is of an
exhibit for Chapter 40, and is called “The Consolations of Living in a Yali”. It features
monochrome photographs of Istanbul and items of food and drink. It represents Kemal’s
retreat to his family ‘yali’, which is a wooden villa on the shores of the Bosphorus
traditionally owned by wealthy families of Istanbul. Many of these yalis were destroyed by
fires at various times during the course of the 20th century, and Istanbul lost an important
component of its cityscape. Fig. 3 is an image of exhibit 49, captioned “I was Going to Ask
Her to Marry Me” and displays the objects found in Füsun’s parents’ bathroom as Kemal goes
there to gather himself together before he asks for her hand in marriage. He is unable to do so
because soon afterwards he finds out that Füsun has married someone else. All these objects
displayed in the museum have no significance other than in relation to the narrative fiction of
a novel, and they carry affective value which would have diminished with time had not they
been preserved in such a calibrated fashion and synechdochically connected to a larger
framework.
The objects on exhibit in Pamuk’s museum are elements of the narrative put forth in
the novel The Museum of Innocence. If each exhibit in its glass case is isolated from the
narrative, there would be no question of a metaphorical reading that could yield a universal
aesthetic meaning from them, because, if the visitor has not read the novel and is not familiar
with its narrative, for that visitor Pamuk’s museum would have no meaning. An ethnographic
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museum is similar in this way to this case study because, without the act of ‘pointing to’ and
captioning exhibits which produces a narrative by a sequential linking of the elements of the
exhibition, the artefacts would hold no meaning. This essentially betrays the anxiety of the
ethnographic museum in that it does not allow the objects to speak on their own and delimits
their meaning to a place of origin. The narrative of the museum makes the contextualisation
of the artefacts essential to a ‘reading’ of the museum discourse, because it otherwise denies
them aesthetic transcendence which is achieved through a metaphorical reading and also
because its discourse demands a knowledge of the culture of origin prior to viewing the
object. This implies that meaning-making strategies through snippets of information on the
captions placed on the artefacts are suggested to the visitor by the expository agent, because
the viewer’s status as the addressee of the narrative is crucial in meaning making, vision being
“an act of interpretation, a construction out of nothingness” that bestows value to the objects
on display.176 How the Museum of Innocence’s synecdochical logic overthrows the narrative
of the state institution will be discussed further in the following sections.
The deployment of rhetorical devices in the narrative endorsed by the institution and
the very structure of a museum implies a discourse which requires to be ‘read’. According to
Bal, this is a necessary perspective on the museum as state institution, because “such a
perspective deprives the museum practice of its innocence, and provides it with accountability
it, as well as its users, are entitled to.”177 What strips the museum practice of its ‘innocence’ is
the deceptive objectivity of the Cartesian subject, the expository agent who remains invisible
throughout but yet suggests meaning-making strategies to the second-person, the visitor, who
is guided through the museum via an historiographic and progressivist narrative. The invisible
and apparently neutral expository agent uses the medium of the exhibitionary space of the
museum to unfold a third-person narrative that is suggestive of omniscience not unlike the
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omniscient and omnipresent narrator of a fiction novel, and this way the first-person
subjectivity passes off as a third-person perspective. This all-knowing narrator is akin to the
traditional Cartesian subject because s/he makes claims to objective truth and impersonal
knowledge which is reflected in the logically categorised exhibits whose design gives
paradigmatic status to physics as the ideal model of knowledge because this science relies on
‘observational simples’.178 Bal argues in favour of a critique of this narrative reliant on a
deceptive objectivity because the perspective that demands a ‘reading’ of the discursive
strategies of such a narrative cannot ignore the addressee, the second person or the visitor to
the museum because, without them, the expository agent cannot be defined and loses his/her
personhood. Citing the critique of physics as paradigm in Cartesian discursive structures of
the feminist theorist Lorraine Code, Bal questions the individualism inherent in such a
structure because the first-person addresser is dependent on the second-person addressee,
whether physically present or not, for their ‘personhood’ in the communicative process.
Linguistically speaking, the first-person pronoun “can only be semantically filled by a secondperson acknowledging and eventually reversing it”.179 This makes for a very tenuous
subjectivity or first-person narrator who poses as a third-person perspective. Building upon
this, paradigm status should be given to ‘knowing other people’, and, instead of the empirical
science of physics, the model suggested by Code is ‘friendship’. Bal endorses this type of
perspective because it is messy and takes into account the intersubjectivity inherent in all
communicative processes and, hence, discursivity. In such a view there no longer remains a
first-person subject and instead there are only participants engaged in an intersubjectivity of
‘second-persons’. Such a model also steers clear of giving authority to the narrator over the
second-person so that what is passed off as reality by the narrator or expository agent of a
museum does not remain an objective truth in the field of knowledge production. This
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reasoning also points to the place of museums in knowledge production that accords illusory
domination of the first-person/narrator over the second-person/addressee. The so-called
dominant narrative in knowledge production can, therefore, be said to be bound with realism
but not reality and the illusion of autonomous subjectivity because the first-person or narrator
‘represents’ his/her vision in the visual narrative that “museum exhibitions lay out” to the
second person.180
By delimiting my analysis to the above theoretical framework, I contend that Pamuk
creates and instrumentalises the paradigm of museology to ‘expose’ himself as expository
agent by deliberately crafting a narrative in the form of his novel The Museum of Innocence
for a corporeal museum by the same name, and, in doing so, he also draws attention to the
production of knowledge by privileged subjectivities or first-person perspectives, vis-a-vis
‘modern’ or ‘Western style’ museums. In this respect, his text is like an expository discourse
such as any other museum but one that is self-analytical and self-reflexive, so that it poses a
challenge to both nineteenth-century realism and absolutist narratives. Reality becomes
surreal in the novel when the agency of the omniscient author collapses as the narrator Kemal
includes and addresses Pamuk in the fictional narrative, and also when the author’s identity
conflates with the character Kemal:
It was just after my return from one such journey that, after telling him my story, and
describing the museums I’d visited, I asked him how the novel was progressing.
“I am writing the novel in the first person singular,” said Orhan Bey.
“What do you mean?”
“In the book you are telling your own story, and saying ‘I,’ Kemal Bey. I am speaking
in your voice. Right now I am trying very hard to put myself in your place, to be you.”
“I understand,” I said. “So tell me, have you ever been in love this way, Orhan Bey?”
“Hmmmmm… We aren’t talking about me,” he said, and he fell silent.181
Like Kemal, Pamuk also visited museums in Europe, but what intrigued him were not the
imposing state institutions promulgating modern art or ethnography. In a blog he wrote for the
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T Magazine (The New York Times Style Magazine), 182 entitled “Small Museums”, he listed
five museums that inspired the layout of his Museum of Innocence in Istanbul. These were the
Gustave Moreua Museum in Paris, the Bagatti Volsecchi Museum in Milan, the Frederic
Mares Museum in Barcelona, the Rockox House Museum in Antwerp, and the Mario Praz
Museum in Rome. Although located in different cities of Europe, the common denominator in
these museums is the mode of their conception because, previous to being museums, all were
private residences of collectors, artists and art historians. Not only were they private
residences but they also house, as objects on display, solely the private collections of
furniture, decorative and art objects, and other paraphernalia of a mundane nature. Pamuk
says that he finds more pleasure in these small museums because of the “connection between
objects and personal dramas and to feel that metaphysical sense of time” that he feels
museums must be able to convey. True enough, these private museums tend to encapsulate
and suspend time in a single space in contrast to the normative sense of a linear chronology
that is projected by museums at the state level. In this same essay, Pamuk speaks of a
distinctive ambience particular to each of these small museums. This ambience is not only a
product of the personal nature of the collection housed in such a museum but is “envisioned
by those who set it”, implying a deliberation over the affect produced by the display. Such
museums bring out our individuality, and this is what Pamuk aspired to ‘set up’ when he
conceived of the Museum of Innocence.
In the light of Pamuk’s intent and aspirations for his own “small” museum, I will
examine, in the course of the following section, firstly his position as expository agent, that is,
his intent and agency as a producer of a narrative. Secondly, I will put forward a reading of
the Museum of Innocence itself that explores the blurring of lines between subject and object
and, in extension, public and private in relation to such ‘personal’ exhibitions as Pamuk’s.
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Given the critique accorded to museums at the national level, Pamuk has positioned himself
somewhere at a distance from the nationalistic and progressivist epistemology espoused by
the institution of the museum, yet, at the same time, he has embraced the “small” museum
which he states is a testimony to individuality and personhood. Although he comes across as a
little apologetic for distancing himself from mega institutions like the Louvre and the British
Museum, he openly criticises, without mincing words and on the same lines discussed above,
state museums in non-Western countries, like Beijing and Abu Dhabi, as symbols of state and
national power, “acting as smoke screens for the crimes of authoritarian regimes”.183 He does
not touch upon the colonial legacy and its crimes upon which the Louvre and the British
Museum were founded but, nevertheless, puts his point across that small museums are far
more enthralling as far as he is concerned.

II. i. Pamuk’s ‘small’ museum in the Çukurcuma district
True to his love for small museums, Pamuk’s small museum has been constructed in a
fashion similar to the museums he admires in Europe. In a three-storeyed little house owned
by Pamuk himself, the museum houses exhibits of each chapter from the novel The Museum
of Innocence, structured in a way to give a sense of realism via the mundane objects on
display. The house itself is a narrow, rickety structure not unlike the neighbouring houses, but
it has been renovated and stands out with its deep red painted exterior and a narrow vertical
banner proclaiming its appellation to passers-by on the sloping street on which it stands in a
corner. There are two features of the interior of the museum that define the theme of the
museum. There is a digital installation on the wall opposite the front entrance of the museum,
at the bottom of the stairs leading to the first floor, which plays, in a loop, scenes from old
Turkish films with two epigraphs of the novel inscribed below the screen.
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One epigraph, in particular, on the wall below the projections, is relevant to the
novel’s intertextual references to Turkish melodramatic films from the 70s and 80s: “These
were innocent people, so innocent that they thought poverty a crime that wealth would allow
them to forget”. This reference to social class stratifications and films is most explicit in
Chapter 52, “A Film About Life And Agony Should Be Sincere” where the protagonist Kemal
goes to various cinemas in the poor areas of the city with his love interest Füsun and her
husband and where he, for the first time, relates on a personal level to the films shown there,
films which were considered kitsch and to be in bad taste by the wealthy elite class to which
he belongs, but which provide him with a catharsis of his feelings of shame and guilt over his
failed affair with a poor shop girl whose only aspiration in life is to become a film actress.
These cinemas become emotive spaces for Kemal, and he is able to bond there with the
residents of these poor districts.
Intermingled in my mind with the drama on the screen was the lively humanity I
sensed in all those big families, the mothers in their headscarves, the chain-smoking
fathers, the soda-sipping children, the single men, the barely supressed fidgetiness of
these people munching disconsolately on their pumpkin seeds as we watched the film,
almost always a melodrama.”184
If I had been watching the film at home alone on television, it would not have affected
me so, and, had I been sitting with my mother, I would not have watched it to the end.
It was only because I was sitting next to Füsun that I felt the bond of fellowship with
the rest of the audience.185
The digital installations projecting film scenes playing on loop thus become an index for class
differences that form demarcations between the categories of culture and crudeness, progress
and backwardness, and where poverty is the unforgivable crime that hinders one on the way
to civilisation. In The Museum of Innocence, to be ‘civilised’ is depicted as a privilege
enjoyed by the rich; civilisation is synonymous with Westernisation because the cultured and
civilised class that the protagonist Kemal’s family belongs to has access to a Western lifestyle
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and ‘authentic’ fashions, whereas Füsun’s family can afford only cheap imitations, in their
innocence believing that if they appeared non-western they would be deemed poor and not
respectable, and, in order to escape the stigma of poverty, they ‘imitate’ the rich. These scenes
from Turkish films thus represent the kitschy appeal of imitation to the lower-middle class
from which Füsun comes.
Figures 4 and 5 are images of a wall inside the Museum of Innocence with the film
scenes projected on them. This wall is at the bottom of the stairs that lead to the first floor and
from where the actual exhibits of the chapters of the novel begin. It also bears two
inscriptions, one is a quote of Samuel T. Coleridge and the other of Celal Salik, the fictional
newspaper columnist from Pamuk’s The Black Book (Fig.4). While Coleridge’s quotation
suggests the ‘reality’ of a certain dream/füsun, the fictional Celal’s quotation points to the
naïveté and simple mindedness of the class to which Füsun Keskin belongs. Another
inscription (Fig.5) gives a very brief background of the Museum – that it belonged to the
Keskin family between 1975 and 1999 and was turned into a museum by the protagonist
Kemal between 1999 and 2012.
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Fig.4

Fig. 5

The second feature one is obliged to notice on entering the building is Pamuk’s
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‘manifesto’ for museums right next to the entrance door imprinted on the wall. This manifesto
does not appear anywhere in the narrative text of the Museum of Innocence, but is a unique
feature of the Museum in the Çukurcuma district where he iterates his love for museums and
states that they lead him to “forceful, angry thoughts”. This ambivalent statement comes from
his mixed feelings towards the museums that he visited while growing up in Turkey. These
were more like government offices and the massive institutions like the Metropolitan
Museum, the Louvre, the Topkapi Palace and the British Museum, whose importance he does
not wish to undermine. Nevertheless he would prefer it if future museums were not built on
the blue prints of these state institutions. He would rather have a museum “explore the
universe and humanity of the new modern man emerging from increasingly wealthy nonWestern nations”. He then lists his thoughts in numerical order, and this works as the outline
for his manifesto:
Fig. 6

Fig. 7
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Here I want to draw attention to points 2, 5, 9 and 11. In point number 2, Pamuk hints
at the motivation behind the creation of his museum, underscoring the transition from
‘palaces’ to national museums and its literary parallel in the transition from epics to novels. In
point number 5 he relegates the success of a museum to its capacity to represent fully an
individual’s humanity rather than the history of a company or a state. Number 9 stresses the
rootedness of the materiality of objects in their original environments and the importance of
contextualising objects. In number 11 he expresses his desire to take away the elevated
position accorded to blanketing national histories and bestows that elevated position on
stories that emerge from the privacy of homes and the relationships which make those homes
because the lives of individuals are able to reflect the condition of a collective group of
people best. Considering these points, it appears that Pamuk’s novel The Museum of
Innocence is not so much about a love story but, instead, hinges on the theme of the continuity
of space: the literary space of the novel where a narrative is produced; the space of a small
museum; the space occupied by material objects; and the domestic space. Space then is a vital
element in understanding the transitions that Pamuk has suggested in his manifesto.
As discussed earlier, this is also a discursive museology which deploys a
synecdochical rhetorical device just as an ethnographic museum does, and the objects on
display are parts of a whole from which the narrative can be inferred. By showcasing objects
of personal use in the public space of a museum, the material dimension of the city becomes a
site of contestation between the public and the private. The objects on display synecdochically
represent a preconceived narrative of a biographical nature whose authenticity rests solely on
an author who reveals himself now and then in the narrative of the novel, and who is very
visible in the museum itself as the expository agent. Given that the biographical, albeit
fictional, narrative of the novel provides the referential background for the Museum of
Innocence, it is Pamuk’s agency in the exposition that provides the continuity from the
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fictional space of the novel to the material and very public space of the museum. His selfreflexivity as narrator and the awareness of the expository agent in the museum allows him to
manipulate the composition of the objects on display as well as to migrate references from his
memoirs to his fictional work synecdochically, the materialisation of which in the shape of the
museum makes it a synecdochical discourse overlapping with the themes of The Museum of
Innocence and Istanbul: Memories and the City. This commonality in theme resides in the
objects of both of the narratives, Füsun and hüzün respectively. Besides being homonyms, the
two are metaphorical synonyms as well and, in order to understand one, the other needs to be
understood. Füsun in Turkish literally means sorcery or fascination. In the context of the
novel it is the name of the girl with whom Kemal, the protagonist, is in love and implies a
vision altering spell that he is under owing to his love for her. It is far easier to define hüzün
than Füsun since it does not carry the complexity of a human being signified by the name, but
hüzün is a human condition, upon which Pamuk elaborates in detail in his memoirs and which
will be examined in the following section. It is this that gives ambience to his small Museum
of Innocence, the ambience that so affected him in the small backstreet museums of Europe.
When writing The Museum of Innocence, Pamuk attempted to capture all the human
characteristics of the protagonist Kemal’s object of desire, Füsun (meaning ‘sorcery’), into
material objects. Incidentally, over the period of the time during which he finished writing
this novel, Pamuk had also started and completed his other work Istanbul: Memories and the
City, in which he wrote at length about the hüzün that he felt permeated the city. According to
Elif Batuman, at a press conference on the day the Museum of Innocence was opened to the
public, in response to a question about the similarity between hüzün and Füsun, Pamuk
replied that such resonances were unavoidable since Istanbul was written in between writing
The Museum of Innocence.186 I would like to consider this resonance between hüzün and
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Füsun as instrumental in setting the ambience for the actual Museum of Innocence and to
address the question: what is hüzün and how is it correlated with the character Füsun?

II. ii. Hüzün: The space between public and private
In the fragmented narrative of Istanbul: Memories and the City, the chapters that dwell
on hüzün are narrative expositions of the city which place Pamuk in the position of an
expository agent who lays out the constituents of his city as objects on exhibition and also
tints them with the colour of his own hüzün. Pamuk describes hüzün in chapter ten of his
memoirs:
According to the first tradition, we experience the thing called hüzün when we have
invested too much in worldly pleasures and material gain…The second tradition,
which rises out of Sufi mysticism, offers a more positive and compassionate
understanding of the word and of the place of loss and grief in life.
[…]But for El Kindi, who saw hüzün both as a mystical state (engendered by the
frustration of our common aim to be at one with Allah) and as an illness, the central
preoccupation, as with all classical Islamic thinkers, was the cemaat, or the
community of believers. He judged hüzün by the values of the cemaat and suggested
remedies that return us to it: essentially he saw hüzün as an experience at odds with
the communal purpose… Now we begin to understand hüzün as, not the melancholy
of a solitary, but the black mood shared by millions of people together. What I am
trying to explain is the hüzün of an entire city, of Istanbul.187
As suggested by the excerpts from Pamuk’s memoirs, he makes an effort to put across to the
reader what hüzün is and explains that, in order for a writer to put the topography of Istanbul
into words, he cannot do so without tinting it with the shade of hüzün. Although by definition
hüzün is a state of solitude, he sees a collective hüzün pervading the city, and, if we are to
understand the symptoms of this illness, we have to consider that the collective population of
the city has been estranged from something essential whose loss has left a deep spiritual void
in the city. What Pamuk seems to be pointing to is that, if the remedy of hüzün is a return to

187

Ibid., p. 83

150

the community, a retreat from solitude, how does one confront hüzün in the community itself?
In this scenario hüzün precedes the individual; it is what causes the feeling of loss instead of
vice versa, and it is an inherent human condition prevalent over Istanbullus. Hüzün has been
traditionally understood as being a very private matter and to collectivise it means the blurring
of yet another line by Pamuk, which is the line between public and private. It is at this
juncture that The Museum of Innocence and Pamuk’s memoirs of the city can be juxtaposed
and compared as representative of these two spheres of human society. Pamuk’s own role as
the self-reflexive expository agent is crucial in the meaning he imbues in the representation of
the city he lays out before the reader.
As stated previously, Pamuk’s agency in the exposition of his small museum serves
the purpose of producing a counter narrative to the state-sponsored narrative that endorses a
linear historiography. This counter narrative is not unitary but is fragmented and collaged,
offering one of many other potential narratives. Pamuk produces such a fragmented visual
narrative in his museum by deploying hüzün, which is a private human condition, as setting
and socialising it via the public space of the museum. The collective hüzün described in
Istanbul: Memories and the City is reflected in public spaces of the city, and in the novel it
translates into the private realm of one man, Kemal. The relocation or ‘socialisation’ of
hüzün, an emotional space which is at once private and made public owing to its collective
nature as perceived by Pamuk, works by way of fractal distinctions. In order to elucidate this
point, I will refer to the semiotics of public and private categories of space and discuss how
that influences objects in a given space.
In her article “A Semiotics of the Public/Private Distinction”, Susan Gal has put
forward a semiotic understanding of the public/private distinction, which is a more nuanced
approach than the conventional social analysis which developed in the nineteenth century and
which organises the social sphere into polarised halves, the public and the private, the
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community and the individual, rationality and sentiment, etc.188 A semiotic approach
recognises the distinction of public and private as a cartographic metaphor (a metaphor that
helps represent the mental organisation of space through cartographic visualisation) and,
according to Gal, the two cultural categories of public and private are “indexical signs that are
always relative: dependent for part of their referential meaning on the interactional context in
which they are used.”189 Gal, while theorising about this distinction, has called the
public/private dichotomy a ‘fractal’ distinction. A fractal, in the science of geometry, is a
single pattern recurring inside itself, it is self-similar, and it has multiple nestings. The
public/private dichotomy is a fractal distinction because it can be repeatedly reproduced
within its contextual referents which are further categorised as being either public or private.
For instance, a living room in the ‘private’ space of a house can be referred to as a public
space where social gatherings take place; within the public space of a living room two persons
can have an intimate conversation which creates the niche of a private space within the living
room. According to Gal, a fractal distinction:
[C]an be projected onto different social “objects” – activities, identities, institutions,
spaces and interactions – that can be further categorised into private and public parts.
Then, through recursivity (and recalibration), each of these parts can be recategorized
again, by the same public/private distinction. It is crucial that such calibrations are
always relative positions and not properties laminated onto the persons, objects, or
spaces concerned. They are like Bakhtinian voicings or perspectives rather than fixed
categories. 190
The recalibration and recursivity that takes place during the formation of fractal
distinctions, which are fleeting and ephemeral categories, is a useful approach towards
understanding the connection between Kemal’s desire to musealise Füsun’s memories in
Pamuk’s novel (along with other paraphernalia in the museum) and the hüzün from his
memoirs on the city. As far as the novel is concerned, the space of the house in Çukurcuma,

188

Susan Gal, “A Semiotics of the Private/Public Distinction”. differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies
13.1, (Duke University Press, 2002), p. 77
189
Ibid., p. 80
190
Ibid., p. 81

152

which was the (fictitious) Keskin family home, has been recalibrated into a public space as a
museum. What was once a private domestic space has been re-categorised into the public
sphere by virtue of advertisement and the rearrangement of certain objects of personal and
domestic use in a manner similar to ethnographic exhibits preserved in glass cases. In order to
retain the private and personal ambience of the Keskin home, as well as the fetishist nature of
the collection of objects, however, Pamuk evokes a private frame of mind which is hüzün and
uses it to make the transition from private to public. In his memoirs Pamuk describes the
hüzün of the inhabitants of Istanbul to have seeped into the very materiality of the city so that
it appears foggy and grey in its streets and old buildings. For his project he collected all the
objects that he deemed most saturated in hüzün, and he has showcased them in the Museum of
Innocence which is reminiscent of his own old apartment.
Accustomed as I was in the semi-darkness of our bleak museum-house, I preferred
being indoors. The street below, the avenues beyond the city’s poor neighbourhoods
seemed as dangerous as those in a black-and-white gangster film… I love the
overwhelming melancholy when I look at the walls of old apartment buildings and the
dark surfaces of neglected, unpainted, fallen down wooden mansions: only in Istanbul
have I seen this texture, this shading.191
Pamuk saw his old family house as a museum of memories and untold stories of the
inhabitants whose images were captured in framed monochrome photographs. That same
melancholy that he felt in the private space of his house seemed to have seeped out into the
city, which is also a veritable palimpsest of generations and histories gone by. Although the
rapid expansion and urbanisation around Istanbul has resulted in a number of new
construction enterprises and the demolition of the old buildings in the city, altering the
cityscape to a considerable extent, there still remains remnants of the old city in the
Çukurcuma district where the Museum of Innocence is situated (Fig. 8). This district is an
assortment of old fallen-down houses, dilapidated apartments and new buildings under
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construction, and it gives an idea of what the Istanbul of the 1960s and 70s would have been
like. It also adds to the ambience of hüzün and temporal stasis that the museum attempts to
create. With the merging of the museum with its surroundings, the hüzün that Pamuk speaks
of no longer remains private and becomes a collective sense of melancholy and angst.

Fig. 8

When angst experienced at the individual level becomes a collective mood, it carries
with it all the micro details of private life into the public where it gains socio-historical
proportions. These micro details are preserved in the enshrined objects associated with
Füsun’s memory, the source of Kemal’s sense of loss. This way hüzün becomes a means of
recalibrating the individual into the collective; it is a fractal distinction that also fragments the
first-personhood of the subject of the narrative of the museum (and the novel) because
Kemal’s biography, a private category, and Pamuk’s agency as author, a public category, are
interchangeable and even nested into one another, rendering the Museum of Innocence a
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fractal structure.
The interchangeability between the expository agent of the Museum of Innocence and
Pamuk’s authorial voice is also visible in Istanbul: Memories and the City, which shows that
the museum, in actuality, captures Pamuk’s own involvement in the city. At one place in his
memoirs Pamuk gives the example of one of the four melancholic writers, Reşat Ekrem Koçu,
who had lived in Istanbul and was fascinated by curious stories about the city which he found
in old, pre-Republican newspapers, as representing this hüzün:
We might see our encyclopaedist as a typical collector who, after a personal
trauma, withdrew from the world to live amongst objects. Koçu, however, lacked the
materialism of a classic collector – his interest was not in objects but in strange facts.
But just as so many Western collectors have no idea whether their collection will end
up in a museum or dispersed, he had no grand plan when the compulsion first
overtook him: he began collecting out of attraction to any fact that told him something
new about the city.
It was only after he realised that his collection would have no bounds that he
hit on the idea of an encyclopaedia, and from then he remained aware of the
‘thingness’ of his collection. When Professor Semavi Eyice, the historian of Byzantine
and Ottoman art, who’d known Koçu since 1944, and who’d written entries for the
Encyclopaedia since its inception, wrote about Koçu after his death, he described his
large library piled high with ‘material’ he kept in envelopes – newspaper cuttings,
collections of pictures and photographs, dossiers and notes (now lost) compiled from
his long years of reading the nineteenth-century newspapers.
… Unable to synthesise the sad story of the past into a text or enshrine it in a
museum, Koçu spent his last years in an apartment piled high with mountains of
paper.192
The parallels between Kemal’s fetishist collection of objects belonging to Füsun, or in any
way related to her memory, and Koçu’s ‘collection’ are too glaring to ignore, the only
difference being that Kemal was able to create a museum out of his collection with Pamuk’s
help ‘posthumously’ while Koçu died before ever having completed his encyclopaedia on the
city of Istanbul.
Koçu’s real life story finds a parallel in The Museum of Innocence when Kemal,
while ruminating over the various collectors who had lived in the city, ashamed of their
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collections but with whom he could relate, mentions one collector who appears surrealistically
close to Koçu but is parodied with a black humour:
In December 1996 a lone hoarder (“collector” would be the wrong word) named
Necdet Adsiz, who lived in Tophane, a mere seven minute walk from the Keskins’
house, was crushed to death beneath the accumulated piles of paper and old objects in
his little house, not to be discovered, let alone mourned, until four months later, when
in summer the stench coming from the house grew unbearable. 193
Like Koçu, an academic man, which is Pamuk himself, writes the collector Kemal’s story
after his death, and he does it expressly by way of ‘cataloguing’ the objects on display in a
museum:
In other words, a writer might undertake to write the catalogue in the same form as he
might write a novel. But having no desire to attempt such a book myself, I asked: Who
would do this for me?
This is how I came to seek out the esteemed Orhan Pamuk, who has narrated the story
in my name, and with my approval.194
It is possible to draw the conclusion from this new modality of musealisation as being a
private enterprise, or even from the manifesto proposed by Pamuk about a shift from
‘monuments’ to ‘homes’, that a museum, such as the Museum of Innocence, could be a step
backwards in the larger socio-historical context of the museum as an institution, meaning that
it could be a step backwards to the old cabinets of curiosities showcased in private exhibitions
as discussed in the first section. But Pamuk’s unique role as a self-reflexive expository agent
and the fractal structure of his museum evade the drawing of such a conclusion. For one thing,
although the purpose of this museum is not a didactic one and it doesn’t instruct the visitor in
any sort of progressivist teleology through an array of ‘ethnic’ artefacts, there is a chronotope,
characteristic of a novel, that demands the visitor to follow a sequence of ‘chapters’
represented in glass cases numerically ordered from the first floor to the attic of the Keskin
house. “I realized then that just as the line joining together Aristotle’s moments was Time, so,
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too, the line joining together these objects would be a story”. 195 Secondly, the narrative
produced by the expository agent deploys a synecdochical rhetorical device in the ‘discourse’
of the actual Museum of Innocence which is similar to an ethnographic museum in
calibration, but which is framed by a metafiction which determinedly challenges the
metanarrative of any national museum with its self-referential narrative and it effectively
supplants any grand narrative. Both these characteristics of a museum were absent in the
cabinet of curiosities. Pamuk’s ‘small’ museum is, therefore, an innovation in what has been
an established state institution, and, instead of being didactic and choreographing a
performative conformity, it compels its visitors to participate actively in the discourse of the
museum which is imbedded in the material context of the novel’s narrative.
The counter narrative of the Museum of Innocence involves fictitious characters from
a novel that goes by the same name, but the girl Füsun, of whose memory the museum poses
to be a mausoleum, evades physical descriptions, and all that the visitor has as aids to their
imaginary reconstructions of her are the material remnants of times spent with her by Kemal,
the protagonist. Füsun is, in fact, the synecdoche of the whole of Kemal’s life spent in the
search of something lost, a deep loss. Just as the objects in the museum are synecdochical
representatives of her whole existence, she herself is the indexical synecdoche of Kemal’s
hüzün. In addition, as discussed earlier, Pamuk views hüzün as a collective condition of the
citizens of Istanbul; Füsun can be said to stand for the hüzün pervading the city.
What Turks should be viewing in their own museums are not bad imitations of
Western art but their own lives. Instead of displaying the Occidentalist fantasies of our
rich, our museums should show us our own lives. My museum comprises the life I
shared with Füsun, the totality of our experience, and everything I’ve told you is true
Orhan Bey… As visitors admire the objects and honour the memory of Füsun and
Kemal, with due reverence, they will understand that, like the tales of Leyla and
Mecnun or Husn and Ask, this is not simply a story of lovers, but of the entire realm,
that is, of Istanbul.196
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As evidenced in the novel, the residents of the city are coming to terms with social changes
where westernisation had become a marker for class stratifications creating rifts between them
and between residents and their city’s past, and this explains their inexplicable sense of loss.
This collective hüzün stems from mourning the void left by the replacement of a pluralistic
culture by a homogenising, yet weak, imitation of western culture in the wake of obligatory
modernisation that came with the package of the inevitable nationalised statehood. In such a
state of affairs, the fractal structure of the Museum of Innocence provides a heterotopia of
sorts, a buffer zone where the intersections of public and private help erase, first of all, the
demarcated public space of an important state institution, the museum, and, secondly, as a
consequence of which the visitors as participants of the inter-subjectivity are given space and
freedom to unravel their own first-personhood because they are in dialogue with the narrative
of the novel throughout their visit. Since the expository agent exposes himself as well,
exhibiting the process of writing and planning the Museum of Innocence, his agenda is not
invisibly inscribed into the layout of the museum guiding and instructing the visitor, but,
instead, it is a public space nested as a fractal distinction in the private collection of the
protagonist Kemal, visible but not hegemonic. This is what we could call a ‘homeopathic’
cure for the scientific organisation of state institutions, the messy human condition embodied
by hüzün, which leaves this small museum bereft of meaning-making strategies suggested by
an otherwise deceptively objective expository agent. The fractal structure of the museum,
thus, overthrows the state-sponsored narrative propagated in national museums, disturbing the
ideological mapping of centre and periphery, putting on exhibition and, thus, focalising the
marginalised private lives of individuals in the public space of a state institution.
Conclusion
In conclusion, I would like to draw attention to the space occupied by the objects put
on display in the Museum of Innocence because this space houses a concentration or
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convergence of the city’s hüzün as represented by Füsun. Her character is completely
submerged in the material culture of the lower middle-class Istanbul of the 1970s, and there is
anything but the transcendental about her; in fact her appearance is so commonplace that
Pamuk left out any identifying description of her physical appearance in the novel, and her
character is easily confused with weak imitations or lookalikes. Yet she is the reason that
Kemal has the fog of hüzün covering his eyes; that is her ‘sorcery’ over him. Füsun
ultimately comes to stand for the naïve or ‘innocent’ belief that to be civilised one needs to
appear westernised and ‘modern’ and that one needs to shed off the cultural baggage of one’s
own origins and imitate and adopt a lifestyle advocated by the state. Füsun is the embodiment
of Pamuk’s hüzün as well as that of the city, and this imbeds the hüzün of the subject with the
hüzün that engulfs the city of Istanbul, so that, in the space of the small Museum of
Innocence, it is not Füsun’s memory which is musealised but, by careful cataloguing of the
peripheral existence of an individual in the face of considerable social changes, a crucial
period of naïve and innocent longing in the history of the entire city is musealised. This
museum is ‘innocent’ because it has captured the naïve longing of a society that was trying to
fill in a cultural void after the westernisation reforms and also because it contests discursive
state-sponsored museums that propagated the nationalist progressivism of the nation state.
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Chapter 4
Colours of the City

In this chapter I examine four of Pamuk’s books that feature motifs of colour in
relation to culture and as signifiers for creativity and authenticity (or the lack thereof) in the
overlap between art, politics, and forms of production in the process of identity formation in
Turkey. These motifs will be examined within the framework of a megalopolitan or worldcity and will be shown to contribute to Pamuk’s characterization of an itinerant creative
person or ‘nomad’ who inhabits the city but is, nevertheless, displaced and acts as a vector of
a cross-border transmission of art and political thought in the space of the ‘world-city.’ I have
selected My Name is Red, Snow, Istanbul: Memories and the City and Other Colours as case
studies for my argument. All four books feature certain creative personalities in the realm of
the arts who display the anxiety of the artist/writer as a subject of political flux and the
subsequent creation of new identities for the citizen of the Turkish nation state. This chapter
precipitates the crux of the thesis, which is the role of modernisation, imitation, and
originality in the formation of the Turkish identity in the nation state, examined through the
lens of Pamuk’s fiction and non-fiction. One major, yet understated, concern of Pamuk’s in all
of this is the ‘Westernisation’ of Turkey (along with the rest of the world) which, instead of
being perceived as such, is seen rather as a process of modernization and civilization in the
form of the nation state.
In this chapter I will use the concept of the ‘world city’ as an analytical tool. The
concept of the world city relies on a non-linear and non-progressivist conceptualization of
history, and it was introduced by Oswald Spengler as a ‘world capital city’ which is
irrevocably tied to the socio-political implications of modernity. In this conceptualisation
modernity is not seen as part of the historical trajectory of progress or an advent of the
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epochal but is instead seen as a process of socio-economic movement towards the centre of
the state. The centre of the state is the capital city which becomes iconic for rapid change,
commercialization and the adoption of ‘cosmopolitan’ trends in its economic and social life.
The city, in effect, becomes a ‘world-city’, an urban space which encompasses the entire
world view of its inhabitants. Although Spengler’s conceptualization of the historical model
has been subject to much criticism and is no longer in active currency in academic circles
because it is considered too conservative, pessimistic and anti-modern, in post-modern
thought something useful can still be found in the idea of the world-city within the context of
re-thinking cultural studies through a non-positivist lens. Spengler proposes that every
society goes through two crucial stages in its existence, that of culture and that of civilisation.
Every culture precedes and culminates in a civilization, which is “the most external and
artificial state(s) of which a species of developed humanity is capable”, “an intellectual age
and the stone-built, petrifying world-city”.197 Civilisation, therefore, is manifested in what we
understand to be a polity, a State; it is a ‘late period’ which is at the stage of a petrifying,
stone-built city that marks the culmination of the cultural process and the beginning of
hegemony over other cultures: “In place of a world, there is a city, a point, in which the whole
life of broad regions is collecting while the rest dries up”.198 The world-city is unlike other
cities because it is the ‘capital’ city, one that hegemonises other cities with its civilizing
influence, and it is from their relation to the capital or world-city that events in the lesser and
hegemonised cities acquire meaning. Because of rapid urbanization and the concentration of
intellectual activity within the capital city, modernity can be viewed as the civilizational
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aspect of a society, and modernisation as a stage in the various social changes taking place
before at one point mechanization and the reification of state institutions sets in.
In this chapter, I will look at these two aspects of the city of Istanbul, the civilizational
and the cultural aspect. The analysis which follows inevitably looks at the city through the
lens of Pamuk’s writings and his views of, on the one hand, civilization as associated with
mechanization and Istanbul’s imitation of another ‘world-city’, namely Paris, and, on the
other hand, culture as a process marked by creativity, originality and authenticity.
The section that follows focuses on those of Pamuk’s works that feature the colour
‘grey’ in relation to the city of the modern Republic of Turkey. In the next section the concept
of the nomad is defined and deployed in relation to ‘other colours’ of the city, and the concept
is unpacked to demonstrate how it denotes cultural production. My overall argument, in line
with my critique of the modern nation state in the previous chapters, is to show the
deployment of colour as a signifier of cultural ‘authenticity’ in the Turkish Republic and how
authenticity, in turn, could potentially engender identity formation that is not contingent on
Europe’s relationship with Turkey.
I. The City Streets in Grey: Monochromic Memories
Do not wait up for me this evening, for the night will be black and white. - Nerval 199
If the dominant mood of Istanbul: Memories and the City could be depicted in colour,
it would be grey and charcoal, grey the colour of ‘hüzün’ and charcoal the colour of the packs
of stray dogs that roam around the streets. The colour grey and ‘charcoal’ in Pamuk’s works is
intricately linked with the streets of Istanbul and the idea of the flâneur, a concept of an urban
intellectual which I will revisit in due course. First, though, I would like to draw attention to
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the chapter on hüzün from Istanbul: Memories and the City, where Pamuk gives a detailed
definition of the concept of hüzün primarily as it relates to his personal engagement with the
city of Istanbul. In the previous chapter I discussed how hüzün plays a role in mediating
between public and private space, and it was concluded from the non-traditional deployment
of this concept by Pamuk that it works as a literary device in multiple ways in his writings.
For the discussion at hand I would like to point out another facet of hüzün, and that it is not
just a melancholy feeling but a foggy haze that discolours the city, veiling it in secrecy. Or so
it seems. Pamuk breaches through this hüzün by dispelling the air of secrecy around the heavy
religious and esoteric connotation of the concept by referring to its first usage by the Turkish
writer Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar who used it when strolling through the old neighbourhoods of
Istanbul. Pamuk compares Tanpınar’s observations of the old decrepit streets of Istanbul with
the accounts of the French writers, Nerval and Gautier, who visited Istanbul at some points in
their lives in the late nineteenth century and remarked on the singular melancholy of the old
city neighbourhoods. The comparison with French writers will be an integral part of my
argument for the significance of colour and the ‘discolouration’ of the streets of Istanbul.
The way Pamuk ‘colours’ the city in depictions of it in his narratives, is imbricated
with the significance he attaches to the idea of modernity, the disintegration of cultural
identity and the modern republic, framing his city narrative as representative of all three
developments. He sees modernity, the disintegration of cultural identity and the nation state as
an outcome of European cultural hegemony which manifested itself in the ‘brain-drain’ of
Turkish intelligentsia towards Paris, the new world city in the early twentieth century. So, in
Pamuk’s writings, we come across Istanbul in the wake of this draining of Turkish creativity
towards a world capital which was culturally and economically hegemonising peripheral
cities, Istanbul included. We get a glimpse of Pamuk’s engagement with Istanbul as an
experience encapsulating all three developments mentioned above in the chapter
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“Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground” from his prose work Other Colours: Writings on
Life, Art Books and Cities. In this chapter he compares his two readings of Dostoyevsky’s
book Notes From the Underground, one when he was eighteen years old and the second one
as a middle aged man, and he tackles the subtext of the book directly this time, something
which he had failed to do, or rather was in denial of, in his teenage years. Now, having the
capability of reading between the lines and the maturity to confront what he sees, he notes that
the book’s true subject is the “jealousy, anger, and pride of a man, who cannot make himself
into a European.”200 This chapter is an insightful exposition of Pamuk’s own views on the
Westernisation of the Turkish Republic and the repercussions it had on intellectual and
literary figures within Turkey and what he calls a “spiritual unease with Europe.”
[L]ike all Westernised Turks, I liked to think of myself as more European than I really
was; I was inclined to believe that the philosophy expounded by the Underground Man
I so admired was an eccentricity reflecting a personal despair. In no way had I
connected it to his spiritual unease with Europe. Turkish literature, like Russian, had
been influenced by European thinkers. In the late sixties, existentialism from
Nietzsche to Sartre was as popular in Turkey as it was in Europe, so to me the words
of the Underground Man expounding his strange philosophy seemed not idiosyncratic
but quintessentially European – which distanced me even further from the things the
book was whispering into my ear.201

In his second reading of the Underground Man, Pamuk discovered that he shared
similarities of circumstance with Dostoyevsky; he not only lived on the edge of Europe but
also had the same quarrels with European thought as Dostoyevsky had. He states that he did
not resent European thinking but even more so he resented the fact that it had arrived in
Turkey, like in Dostoyevsky’s Russia, at second hand, which meant that it was an imitation
that paled next to the brilliance of the original. But lacking the ability or will to critique a
philosophy that he himself accepted, he used his imagination to construct a fictive narrative
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that would “act out” this critique in his novels. 202 Like Dostoyevsky, Pamuk also sees himself
as a product of Western education and upbringing, embodying the paradox of local (nonWestern) sensibilities accompanied by Western intellection.203 His familiarity with European
thought, coupled with his anger against it, and his use of a European art form (the novel)
which he considers to be the cornerstone of European civilisation to act out a critique of
European philosophy and rationalism are things he shares with Dostoyevsky. 204 When
speaking of the novel, it turns out that his main contention with it is not the form of the novel,
but the flat realism of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century in Europe’s
literary scene, which had a profound impact on Turkish literature to such an extent that it was
seen by Turkish writers as the only way forward, and local literary traditions and ways of
writing and seeing were ignored.205 He argues that “the realist novel was not a homegrown
tradition but a narrative form we had recently imported from the West in the example of
Flaubert, who came in person to Istanbul in 1850.”206
In his own depiction of the city streets of Istanbul, Pamuk critiques and even mocks
the “superficial” realism of the nationalist writers of the young republic of Turkey and points
out the influences of French realist writers like Flaubert on Turkish literature. He not only
paints the banality of the city scenes because of a loss of local identity but also because they
are discoloured and monochromic. These visualisations of the city are forever etched in his
memory as a period when Turkey was going through a process of modernisation and progress
in an effort by the state to become more civilised or as civilised as Europe.
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Coming back to the conceptualization of modernity as being a stage of ‘civilisation’
and the ‘world-city’, and being preceded by a cultural phase, we can better understand
Pamuk’s response to modernization in his engagement with the city. If ‘civilisation’ can be
condensed into the form of the world-city, then modernisation is the aspiration to this worldcity by the cities on its periphery which constantly re-produce the reified structures of the
capital city. This conceptualisation resonates with Pamuk when he refers to the Turkish
intelligentsia and writes that, “Living as we did on the periphery of Europe and believing
Europe to be the source of all truth…” and:
The optimistic Kemalists of my childhood holidays admired Europe’s culture, its
literature, its music, its clothes. Europe was the fountain of civilization! 207
Europe, of course, included its cultural capitals such as Berlin, Paris, London, etc., and the
desire of the Turkish intelligentsia for the acquisition of meaning from these capital cities, the
centres of Western civilisation, can be seen in Pamuk’s depiction of the cities of the Turkish
Republic. In Istanbul: Memories and the City, his primary visual motif is that of the grey city
streets. He shares this particular fixation with Tanpınar and Yahya Kemal who he says were
very much inspired by the French writers, Nerval and Gautier. Inspiration from the French
was not restricted to the literary pursuits of Turkish intellectuals but was a social phenomenon
of a wider scope. While speaking of Istanbul during the early twentieth century, as has been
discussed previously on several occasions, we have to consider its relatively belated entry into
the arena of modernisation in comparison to other cities of Western Europe. It had been
stripped of its status as the capital city of the Ottoman Empire, and it now had to redefine its
role in the modern age, not as the capital of Turkey but as a sort of cultural heart of the
Republic of Turkey. Along with the whole country it also witnessed reforms towards an end
to modernize and ‘civilise’ the Turkish State. In the scenario of a cultural hegemony
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concentrated in the centre of world power in Europe, however, Istanbul was, as was even the
new capital Ankara for that matter, simply one of the peripheral cities, being merely elements
within the hegemony of one or the other ‘megalopolises’ or world-cities. The modern city of
Istanbul was from its outset trying to acquire cultural meaning from its relation to a bigger
world-city, one of the cultural capitals of Europe which happened to be Paris. In addition,
according to Benjamin, since Paris was the centre of the world capitalist culture manifest in
its commodity fetishism and luxury, as well as being a cultural capital of Europe208 only the
rich in Istanbul could afford to be really ‘civilised’.
Pamuk juxtaposes the poor neighbourhoods with a change in the outlook of the
Istanbullus to bring into contrast the paradox of the decay of the city and its civilizational
aspirations. He uses the context of hüzün to highlight a loss which he visualises in the colour
grey or charcoal. Grey is the colour of ash under which the city seems to be buried, and these
ashes are those of a ‘ruined empire’209. It is a discolouration that he aestheticises in
contemplation over the city ruins that resulted from the coercive modernisation of Turkic
society and the loss of cultural identity. Colour, or rather discolouration, is an aspect of the
city that presupposes a gaze, an onlooker who is viewing the city, and it, thus, becomes an
essential part of experiencing the city. That is why Pamuk automatically ties the act of
walking the streets of Istanbul with colour which signifies a certain type of gaze. There are
two types of gaze, one that is feared and the other which fears. The gaze of the Western
onlooker is an exoticising gaze and the local city dweller of Istanbul looks back with fear
about the Western eyes on his city. Pamuk, in the chapter entitled “Black and White”, states
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that the fear arises out of what the western visitor would think of the dilapidated buildings, the
poverty and burnt-down mansions. Although he finds beauty in the ruins of the old city
because it is something unique to Istanbul alone, this shade of grey, it is something that needs
to be kept under cover as there is a sense of shame attached to it. Pamuk writes, “And
likewise, as I watch dusk descend like a poem in the pale light of the streetlamps to engulf the
city’s poor neighbourhoods, it comforts me to know that for the night at least we are safe from
Western eyes, that the shameful poverty of our city is cloaked from foreign view”, because he
suggests that this shade suggests a covering which in Turkish culture would indicate that,
even though something is a cause of shame, if covered it becomes a source of honour, hence
keeping the city’s dignity intact.210 This chapter is, in fact, a graphic depiction of the
neglected city streets in the post-republican decades, giving sad joy to Pamuk as he
apprehended “the city’s soul in black and white”. 211 It is a melancholy that is caught in a
symbiotic relationship with the materiality of the city, the sense of loss and the painful
submission to the “diminishing European gaze” that tints the streets and the old buildings this
particular shade. The decay, in turn, feeds the melancholy,
To see the city in black and white, to see the haze that sits over it, and breathe in the
melancholy its inhabitants have embraced as their common fate, you need only to fly
in from a rich Western city and head straight to the crowded streets; if it’s winter,
every man on the Galata bridge will be wearing the same pale drab, shadowy clothes.
The Istanbullus of my era have shunned the vibrant reds, greens and oranges of their
rich, proud ancestors; to foreign visitors, it looks as if they have done so deliberately,
to make a moral point. They have not – but there is in their dense melancholy a
suggestion of modesty. This is how you dress in a black and white city, they seem to
be saying; this is how you grieve for a city that has been in decline for a hundred and
fifty years.
Then there are the packs of dogs, mentioned by every Western traveler to pass through
Istanbul during the nineteenth century, from Lamartine and Nerval to Mark Twain,
they continue to bring drama to the city’s streets. They all look alike, their coats all the

210
211

Ibid., p. 32
Ibid., p. 34

168

same colour for which no one has a name – a colour somewhere between grey and
charcoal, that is no colour at all. 212

The Western city is an integral and inevitable part of the grey haze that envelopes
Istanbul because it is what Istanbul is being compared to, its eyes are always on Istanbul to
see whether it will measure up, and also because it is the new world capital. As the inhabitants
of the city appear to grieve over a loss, the stray dogs in the street further affirm the greyness
with their mere presence. From this passage it also becomes clear that for Pamuk this
greyness is not a colouring, it is a discoloration, simply the fading away of colour into
something shadowy and a remnant of something else. Pamuk laments the fact that there exists
no painting of Istanbul rendered by local Ottoman artists that could accommodate the tastes of
the modern citizens of Istanbul; there exist only miniatures which, though rich in artistic
content and meaning, cannot be interpreted by Istanbullus unaccustomed to the Ottoman and
classical Persian art that influenced it. There exist only the black-and-white renditions by
Western artists who visited Istanbul during the late Ottoman period and on which modern
Istanbullus relied much as historical images of their city. Pamuk writes:
So when magazines or schoolbooks need an image of old Istanbul, they use the blackand-white engravings produced by Western travelers and artists. […] they prefer to see
their past in a more easily reproduced monochrome. For when they gaze into a
colourless image, they see their melancholy confirmed. 213

And in another place
When the Empire fell, the new republic while certain of its purpose was unsure of its
identity; the only way forward, its founders thought, was to foster a new concept of
Turkishness, and this meant a certain cordon sanitaire from the rest of the world. It
was an end of the grand polyglot, multicultural Istanbul of the imperial age; the city
stagnated, emptied itself out, and became a monotonous, monolingual town in black
and white.214
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The monochrome images and the monotony of the reproductions actually suited the
‘cultural cleansing’ during the Turkification of the city. They reflected monolingualism and
cultural homogenization. Their grey colour accentuated the loss of wealth and status, a
transition from world city to a provincial city, or rather a city on the periphery of the world
capital. The colour grey as signifier also indicates stasis and the condition of being in limbo,
characterised by the city caught between the internal volition of local cultures and the medusa
effect of the western gaze. Under this gaze a process of cultural cleansing and re-construction
of cultural memory took place, based on a single homogenised ethnicity. When Pamuk
deploys the colour grey in his depictions of republican Istanbul, he intends to emphasise an
image of the city which is discoloured and ashen, divested of colour. Grey is an in-between
colour, neither black nor white; it is the colour of a space which is neither foreign (Western)
nor local (Middle-eastern), whose diversity is suppressed to a monochrome. Since
monochromes are easily reproducible, Istanbul became a city in black and white, its images
produced over and over again, affirming and perpetuating the Western gaze over the city.
This shade of grey, which is indicative of a reproduction or imitation of an original, was not
just restricted to monochrome images of Istanbul that were being reproduced, but, also, the
literature that was produced in and about Istanbul turned out to be an engagement with a
Western writing style, form and perception. By the late nineteenth century, Istanbul had
become geopolitically peripheral after having enjoyed a position of hegemony for several
centuries. Because a Eurocentric perspective was slowly being privileged in the discourse on
culture and civilisation, the Young Turks of the Tanzimat period were hard-pressed to show
Europe that they were not as ‘backward’ in terms of civilisation as they were deemed to be
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by the British and the French215. So, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the postWorld-War I era became significant for Turkey in the construction of a national identity on
Western secular grounds.
Pamuk revisits the issue of reproduction or ‘replicating’ when he writes about the
nationalist Turkish literature produced during the early days of the Republic. French
literature, in particular, had captivated the imagination of national writers of Turkey such as
Yahya Kemal and Ahmed Tanpinar, and hence originality became an issue with which these
writers had to grapple. Modernisation had arrived in Turkey with a promise of progress and
civilisation but it also confronted the intelligentsia with the problem of finding an authentic
voice.
The great and sometimes almost childish esteem in which these writers held French
literature in particular and Western culture in general during their youths informed
their modern – Western - approach to their work. They wanted to write like
Frenchmen, of this there is no doubt. But in a corner of their minds, they also knew
that if they wrote exactly like Westerners, they would not be as original as the Western
writers they so admired. For one lesson they’d taken from French culture and French
ideas about modern literature was that great writing was original, authentic and
truthful. These writers were vexed by contradictions they felt between these two
injunctions – to be Western, and yet, at the same time, to be authentic – and this
unease can be heard even in their earliest works. 216

The national poet Yahya Kemal was instrumental, being a member of parliament and
diplomat, in the Westernisation programme of the Republic which aimed at inculcating a
sense of nationalist ‘Turkishness’ in the citizens. The Turkish identity for Yahya Kemal and
other literary figures involved in cultural production was a compromise with Westernisation,
which weakened the pre-Republic ethnic identities existing within the Ottoman Empire.
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Westernisation brought about the sense of what they considered to be civilisation, but it was
always at odds with local identity and the authenticity of culture.
Having spent almost ten years in Paris studying French poetry, Yahya Kemal had
come to think like a Westerner, and he wanted to adorn this new Turkish nationalism in a
‘Western-style image’ that would appeal to French aesthetic sensibilities. His student, the
novelist Tanpinar, who also held government positions during the early years of the Republic,
also admired the French Romantics, and Pamuk asserts that he, together with his teacher
Yahya Kemal, would frequent the poor neighbourhoods of Istanbul in order to re-visit the
places that writers like Nerval and Gautier had written about in their travelogues in an attempt
to create an image of Turkish identity that was aligned with a dramatic vision of the struggle
of poverty-stricken Turkish masses against the oppression of the Sultanate and its blunders in
the wake of the First World War. This image was, of course, not dissimilar to the images of
the French Revolution. Together with other ideologues of the Republic, they chose
Turkishness as the backbone of their national identity, overlooking other ethnicities and
linguistic groups.
When it came to cultural production or reproduction, French literature and other
cultural products played an important role for the pre-republican movements in the Ottoman
state because the harbingers of ‘reform’ were particularly captivated by the French culture as
opposed to the British, the other main contender for colonial hegemony in North Africa and
the Middle East. The British had done much damage to the Ottoman image on the
international arena by portraying the Ottomans as fanatical religious bigots who were
conspiring against the British Raj in India and helping the Indian Muslims against their
British rulers. Although these allegations were later disproved, the Ottoman intelligentsia
naturally became averse to all that was British and warmed to French cultural influences
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instead.217 Writers like Tanpinar and Yahya Kemal were only two of the hundreds who
flocked to France for educational purposes and could speak one or more European languages.
The perception of this intelligentsia with regard to their cities and local cultures and traditions
would leave an indelible mark on the imagination of modern Turks. They brought home
cultural concepts and lifestyles that would shape and ‘colour’ cities like Istanbul. One such
concept was that of flânerie, the act of casual, even aimless, walking through the streets of the
city. Yahya Kemal and Tanpinar would walk through the old neighbourhoods of Istanbul,
trying to see what Nerval and Gautier saw in the ruins of Istanbul, reconciling their Western
perspective with their consciousness of local sensibilities.
I have brought up the concept of flânerie in relation to these two Turkish writers
because it brings together Istanbul with the cultural centre and world capital, Paris, in the
figures of Tanpinar and Yahya Kemal who looked towards Gautier and Nerval for inspiration
from their own city. While admitting the fact that the native writers of the city found little to
write about in their own city, Pamuk makes the observation that:
In The Return of the Flâneur, Walter Benjamin introduces Franz Hessel’s Berlin
Walks by saying that if we were to divide all the existing descriptions of cities into two
groups according to the birthplace of the authors, we would certainly find that those
written by natives of the cities concerned are greatly in the minority.’ According to
Benjamin, the enthusiasm for seeing a city from the outside is the exotic or the
picturesque. For natives of a city, the connection is always mediated by memories.
What I am describing may not, in the end, be special to Istanbul, and, perhaps, with
the westernization of the entire world, it is inevitable.
[…] Westernisation has allowed me and millions of other Istanbullus the luxury of
enjoying our own past as ‘exotic’, of relishing the picturesque.
[…] What grievance I feel when I read western travelers on Istanbul is above all that
of hindsight: many of the local features these observers, some of them brilliant writers,
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noted and exaggerated, were to vanish from the city soon after having been
remarked.218
In the reference to Benjamin, Pamuk points out the foreign nature of the flâneur, s/he
is presented as a non-native observer of the city streets who finds some joy in the exotic
nature of what is in all probability mundane to the native. More interesting than that is the fact
that, by immersion in Western literature, travel writing and the Western mode of thought, the
native city dweller is dislodged from his/her environment and also begins to view his/her own
city through foreign, Western eyes, procuring the same kind of joy by a sort of selfexoticisation. Pamuk, in a way, surrenders to the idea of the inevitable ‘Westernisation’ of the
world, not just of Turkey, which carries with it the idea of cultural hegemony and virtually
points to the hegemonising influence of the Western world-city over other aspirant cities
existing on its periphery (in terms of imperialist capitalism). His grief for the state of the
‘declining’ city of Istanbul, thus, arose only out of the loss he felt for the ‘exotica’ that
disappeared as soon as it appeared in the travelogues of Western writers owing to a vigorous
policy by the Republic to shed off any semblance to its non-Western past that could
potentially irk Western sensibilities.219
In Istanbul: Memories and the City Pamuk reminisces:
There was a childhood friend of my father’s, a chic avuncular man who had inherited
a great deal of property from his father (a vizier in the last years of the Ottoman
Empire); the income he derived from his inheritance was so large – and I could never
tell if people were praising or damning him when they mentioned it – that he ‘never
had to work for a day in his life’ and did little but read the paper and watch the streets
from his Nişantaşı apartment; in the afternoon he would take a very long time shaving
and combing his moustache; donning an elegant outfit made in Paris or Milan, he
would set out on his one mission of the day, which was to sip tea for two hours in the
lobby of the pastry shop of the Hilton Hotel: as he once explained to my father with
raised eyebrows, as if he were sharing a great secret, and wearing a mournful face to
suggest a deep spiritual pain: ‘Because it’s the only place in the city that feels like
Europe.’220
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This heir to a vizier in the last years of the Ottoman Empire was a remnant of Ottoman
aristocracy that had no function in the Turkish republic. He is a symptom of bourgeois culture
and fits all the trappings of the flâneur in the French sense of the word. In the context of the
Turkish Republic, though, he represents the mimetic intellectual, an aspirant to European
culture who had reproduced a European ideal in his own lifestyle, because doing so invested
him with an identity which endowed him with respect in his city, a city which, as a whole,
also corroborated the modern and republican model of the West-European world-city. This
corroboration with the republican mode of a West-European city like Paris was inevitable
since the Turkish people, the citizens of Istanbul to be specific, were very consciously and
even self-consciously trying to imitate the ‘West’, so much so that the Turkish intelligentsia
had started looking at their own cities with Western eyes. There was a reproduction of forms
and images that were of a West-European conception, and this obviously does not go
unnoticed by Pamuk, who, in the chapter entitled “Under Western Eyes”, writes:
Because the country is trying to westernize, what Western writers say is desperately
important to them [literary Istanbullus], but whenever a Western observer goes too far,
the Istanbul reader, having gone to great lengths to acquaint himself with that writer
and with the culture he represents, cannot help but feel heartbroken.
[…]Istanbul’s Westernised residents were all critical of these same things. But a
Western writer voicing even a mild objection would break their hearts and wound their
national pride.
[…] (Andre Gide) boasts that his travels have taught him that Western civilization,
particularly French civilization, is superior to all others. When Marche Turque was
first published, Yahya Kemal, then the foremost Turkish poet, was deeply offended,
but instead of publishing a response in the popular press as a writer might do today, he
and other Turkish intellectuals hid their injury like a guilty secret and grieved in
private. This can only mean that in their hearts they feared Gide’s insults might be
well-founded. A year after Gide’s book came out, Ataturk, the greatest Westerniser of
them all, instituted a revolution in dress, banning all clothing that wasn’t Western. 221
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The above excerpts indicate that it was not only the Western gaze that exoticised
Istanbul, but native literary figures themselves had been so deeply cultivated in Western art
and literature that they inadvertently saw a degree of truth in the exoticisation of their city by
Western visitors. I have raised this point not to problematize the East/West dichotomy but to
show how the sense of always being scrutinised by Western, in particular European, eyes
drove Turkey to complete nationalization by its ruling elite. This was because of the
internalization of a European discourse on the ‘oriental’ by Turkish writers and intelligentsia
who tried their utmost to level with the European gaze over Turkey by trying to project an
inherently modern and civilized view of the Turks. At the same time, true to the demands of
the modern state, these writers were nationalistic, and their nationalistic pride was offended
by European criticism of local cultures not because they saw it as an affront to their identity as
being unique and different from that of the European writers, but because they wanted to
identify with these writers and this caused the injury to their sentiments. Turkish nationalism,
its internalized orientalism and its will to adopt European culture isolated other ethnic and
linguistic groups and paved the way for a homogenized nationalist culture built on
Enlightenment values which nonetheless was labelled as being a purely Turkish identity.222
Pamuk himself is not as hard on himself as a literary figure who openly relates the
influence of French writers like Nerval, on his personal impressions of the city because he is
ready to admit the scarcity of writings by Istanbullu writers on their own city. He openly
adopts a style of what can be termed ‘quasi orientalism’ and deploys the concept of flânerie
which enables him to step outside his city, figuratively speaking, and escape the mimetic
writing of nationalist writers. At the same time, Pamuk himself does not adopt the writing
style of the Western writers who have influenced him in any way; he simply ‘borrows’ their
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‘situation’, so to speak, or their position as an outsider, in order to dispel the monochrome
images of Istanbul that Istanbullus have become so used to that they cannot even see them.
He in no way, however, identifies with them, by being part of their culture. He consciously
and deliberately makes inter-textual references in his work so as to give it a quality of metafiction, one that is self-reflexive and self-aware, yet at the same time counters the flat realism
of Turkish nationalist writers with the magic-realism of his surrealist vision of the city. He
accomplishes this by making references to real-life incidents and personalities that have
inspired him, and which at the same time give a satirical twist to the surrealistic narrative of
his novels. For instance, in order to achieve a tone of mockery while criticising the blind
consumption of Western cultural products in the The Museum of Innocence, he makes a
reference to a Jenny Colon bag which the rich Sibel desires so much:
[…] “This is not a genuine Jenny Colon, my dear Kemal. It is an imitation.”
“How can you tell?”
“Just by looking at it, dear. See the way the label is stitched to the leather? Now look
at the stitching on this real Jenny Colon I bought in Paris. It’s not for nothing that it’s
an exclusive brand in France and all over the world. For one thing, she would never
use such cheap thread.”
There was a moment, as I looked at the genuine stitching, when I asked myself why
my future bride was taking such a triumphal tone […] It made me uneasy to be
troubled by the “fake” handbag despite three generations of cumulative progress.
[…] Sibel took back the bag, whose interiors I had been quietly exploring. “You’re so
knowledgeable, darling, so clever and cultured,” she said with a tender smile, “but you
have absolutely no idea how easily women can trick you.” 223

Jenny Colon was the name of the actress Nerval was in love with, but who never reciprocated
his affection.224 Pamuk creates a similar ‘situation’ in the plot of his novel, with Kemal’s love
for the aspiring actress Füsun, and he leaves just a trace of the reference to Nerval’s life as a
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reminder of its role in ‘inspiring’ other Turkish writers like Tanpinar and Yahya Kemal as
well. The ‘Jenny Colon’ handbag might as well be a criticism of modern Turkish society’s
infatuation with French culture. For them to be ‘cultured’ is to be able to tell the difference
between an original Parisian handbag and a fake, and thus, culture becomes inextricably tied
up with not only foreign commodities but also a European standard of living which is the goal
towards which cultural evolution is moving, the more Western-educated classes being the
more ‘clever’ and intelligent and, thus, far ahead in the race towards the European ideal. By
inserting objects, locations and situations from real life into his fiction, Pamuk creates a
concentrated, or even hyper-, reality but one which is divested of colour. He does this so as to
highlight loss and absence and, when it is visualised in grey, the divestment of colour from
the city creates a surreal narrative that serves to challenge the realism of nationalist and
westernising Turkish writers. He considers this realism to be an import from Europe and
laments the superficial nature of the reality represented in nationalist literature which he calls
an ‘overdose of realism’.225 The narratives of his writings that are based in the modern social
context of Republican Istanbul are, therefore, an effort to reveal the superficiality of the realist
tradition of Turkish literature which Pamuk states is not a homegrown tradition, but one
borrowed from Europe as an a priori truth.
The sense of loss that has come to pervade Istanbul, which in Pamuk’s eyes strips the
city of its colour, is very visible in the remains of buildings and graveyards from the Ottoman
times. The sense of an absence, however, stems from the deep feeling that nothing has come
to replace what has been lost. All that Pamuk can see is colourless concrete as an attempt at
‘civilisation’. In Other Colours, he is much more explicit about the role that Europe has
played in the cultural imagination and identity formation of modern Turks. Europe keeps
springing up in the social milieu of the Turkish Republic as an absence, a vision of a future
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from which it has been barred and deflected time and again. For Pamuk, the gravity of this
dilemma rests not in Turkey being barred from entry into Europe, but from the simple fact
that Europe is an idea of the future only and can never be a part of the collective memory of
Istanbul. So the grey hüzün that envelopes the city is a state of limbo between a lost history
and a wait for an imagined future. In their private lives, the unsaid question that lingers in any
conversation in upper-middle-class and intellectual circles is, “If a European saw this, what
would he think?” and an expression to put an end to any sort of discussion is “This is how
they do it in Europe.”226 With such expressions of consciousness of the European presence
just at their border, interspersed in mundane conversation, they reveal their anxiety and the
longing from which the hüzün emerges.
In a chapter of the book Other Colours entitled “Andre Gide”, Pamuk more openly
discusses this issue of the European/French ideal that writers such as Tanpinar looked up to at
the expense of local tradition. He discusses a reverential piece that Tanpinar wrote for the proWestern newspaper Cumhuriyet in praise of Gide after he had won the Nobel Prize for
literature in 1947. In it Tanpinar glorifies Gide’s name as being an emblem of civilisation,
together with Valéry ‘his star of salvation’, and along the way he also refers to European
culture as being the essence of humanity. Pamuk then points to some lines that Gide had
written in his Journal in 1924 when he visited Istanbul, expressing his revulsion at the
Ottoman culture, its ‘inoriginality’, the ugly Turkish costume, the people he despised, and the
overall disgust he felt with the country. Pamuk quotes these lines that Gide had written not to
condone Gide’s comments but rather to underscore the reverence of national writers, like
Tanpinar, that enabled them to overlook such invective directed towards their own culture.
Because the early republic’s policy to westernise did not allow them to exclude any European
or French writer and thinker of significance from their educational reforms, “When selections
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from Gide’s Journal were translated into Turkish and published by the Ministry of Education,
his remarks about Turkey were silently omitted.”227 On a more ideological note, the founder
of the Republic, Ataturk, had noted that the Turkish costume with a fez, turban, and a
collarless shirt seemed strange and uncivilised, and it would be more worthy of the Turkish
nation if its denizens, who were like gems, would not hide themselves under mud, but adopt a
“civilised and internationalised style of dress.” 228 This, according to Pamuk, was a
manifestation of the shame felt by the modern Turks for not being European and, at the same
time, for going to the lengths of becoming European. It is not problematic to become
European, but it does reveal an identity crisis when a proud individual, whose cultural
memories do not originate in Europe, struggles to become European. The dejection which
follows causes this discolouration of Istanbul, the lost world capital.

II. Regime of Colour: The Nomad in Opposition to the State
Where Pamuk uses grey as a motif for visualizing the loss of local identity and lack of
originality, his work is not completely devoid of colour. Indeed, Pamuk uses ‘other colours’ to
represent a side of Turkish identity which is creative and resistant to State apparatuses that
tend to restrict and suppress characteristics of local culture. In this section I will argue that
this representation of colour is related to a concept of ‘nomadism’ which stands in opposition
to a settled or sedentary society, and, when deployed figuratively, it functions as a disruptive
element within a mimetic society. This concept was initially introduced by Deleuze and
Guattari in their essay on “The nomadic war-machine” which appeared in their work A
Thousand Plateaus. I will endeavour to show, with evidence from Pamuk’s texts, how Pamuk
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uses the motif of certain colours (not discolouration this time round) as a concept which
facilitates the bringing to light of the ‘counter-signifying’ regime of what Deleuze and
Guattari call the ‘nomad’.
In order to demonstrate how the concept of the nomad illustrates Pamuk’s deployment
of the motif of colours in his writings, a brief overview of the “nomadic war-machine” is
necessary. Deleuze and Guattari have defined four sign-regimes in their political philosophy
presented in A Thousand Plateus. These roughly characterize certain social formations.
Although they do not occur in any order of progression, they are labelled in relation to one
another and are the ‘pre-signifying regime’, the ‘signifying regime’, the ‘counter-signifying
regime’, and the ‘post-signifying regime’. The ‘counter-signifying regime’ is of interest to the
issue at hand because this regime is constituted by elements that are exterior to the State
apparatus but co-exist with them. It is this aspect of the counter-signifying regime which
Deleuze and Guattari call the Nomadic War-Machine which is of relevance to this discussion.
Although they call it a Nomadic War-Machine, that is a figurative title for elements in and
around the state that work in opposition to its apparatuses, in a metaphoric exteriority to the
State, and we find an allegorical comparison with nomadic hordes that disrupted established
universal States or empires, or what could be called “signifying regimes”:
It happens that historians, both bourgeois and Soviet, will follow the negative tradition
and explain how Genghis Khan understood nothing: ‘he didn’t understand’ the
phenomenon of the city. An easy thing to say. The problem is that the exteriority of
the war machine in relation to the state apparatus is everywhere apparent but remains
difficult to conceptualize. It is not enough to affirm that the war machine is external to
the apparatus. It is necessary to reach the point of conceiving the war machine as itself
a pure form of interiority we habitually take as a model, or according to which we are
in the habit of thinking.229

229

Deleuze and Guattari, Nomadology: The War Machine, originally appearing in A Thousand Plateaus,
translated by Brian Massumi, (Wormwood Distribution: Seattle, 2010), p. 6

181

The war machine can be understood with the allegory of Genghis Khan, the quintessential
nomad, leading a horde against the cities of a universal State, or, more in a nutshell, the
nomad against the city. This, then, is the function of the nomad war machine or the countersignifying regime. So what makes this nomad, a ‘war machine’, different from the presignifying regime which is also tribal and nomadic, serving to ‘ward off’ the state?
According to Deleuze and Guattari, it is the nomadic body (corps) coupled with a spirit (not to
be confused with the soul) which is volatile and carries disruptive potential. Referring to Ibn
Khaldun, the 14th century sociologist and historian from North Africa,230 whom they
unfortunately do not cite but refer to in passing, the nomadic war machine comprises families
or lineages (as opposed to organs of state) plus an esprit de corps.231
Besides being a nomadic ‘horde’, the nomadic war machine can also be understood in
terms of science, its being a ‘vague’ science as opposed to the ‘royal’ science of the state
which has a legislative and constituent primacy over the vague science. The two ‘sciences’ are
different from each other with respect to their methodologies which ultimately differ on the
basis of their points of view. Royal science strives for a reproduction of form whereas vague
science tends to ‘follow’, the former being fixated on a point of view that is external to what
is reproduced, searching always for a form, but the latter “is obliged to follow” in search of
230
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material, not form, escaping the force of gravity “to enter a field of celerity”. 232 The key
concepts that are of interest to my argument are ‘reproduction’ and ‘following’, with
‘reproduction’ implying iteration and re-iteration, a reterritorialization around a point of view
according to a set of constant relations, whereas ‘following’ implies itineration and
ambulation where a deterritorialization occurs instead, extending “the territory itself”. 233
‘Following’ is thus a characteristic of the vague, ambulant science, and what keeps this
science or the nomadic war machine from becoming internalized in the state apparatuses is
the state’s royal or reproductive science (metaphorically speaking).
This theory becomes more directly relevant to this chapter in the section entitled
“Extricating thought from the State Model”, as it proceeds in its expansion of the definition
of the modern state and the place of the ‘nomad tribe’ or nomad science, or even what they
call the exteriority of thought, in relation to the state. The modern state is virtually and
irrevocably bound to a science or a discourse perpetuated by a public intellectual who is an
embodiment of the exchange that takes place between the State and reason, with the state
ultimately being conceived of as ‘realized reason’.
However since philosophy assigned itself the role of ground it has been giving the
established powers its blessing, and tracing its doctrine of faculties onto the organs of
State power. Common sense, the unity of all the faculties at the center constituted by
the Cogito, is the State consensus raised to the absolute. This was most notably the
great operation of the Kantian “critique,” renewed and developed by Hegelianism.
Kant was constantly criticizing bad usages, the better to consecrate the function. It is
not at all surprising that the philosopher has become a public professor or State
functionary. It was all over the moment the State-form inspired an image of thought.234

Consequently, the function, so to speak, of the public intellectual is intricately tied up with the
iteration and re-iteration of the state’s doctrine, as we have seen with the Turkish
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intelligentsia’s role in shaping a national identity based on ideas ‘copied’ from the model in
Europe. The state reciprocates by assigning this ‘modern’ philosophy the role of being its
foundation and, as it internalizes thought, it aligns itself with reason and rationality so that it
can lay a claim to universality, and, by and large, gives an image to thought so that the image
(complicit with the state) is also reified. Hence we have the Nation State. Conversely there
exists, not another image in opposition to the image inspired by the state, but a force external
to the state apparatus “that destroys both the image and its copies, the model and its
reproductions, every possibility of subordinating thought to a model of the Truth, the just, or
the Right (Cartesian truth, Kantian just, Hegelian right, etc.).”235 This is nomad thought
which is not anchored in a totalitarian regime, but instead originates in a milieu of smooth
space traversed by a singular tribal race.
Of course this is an allegorical intellection for those elements that deflect state
apparatuses and are external to the body of the state. When Deleuze and Guattari say ‘race’,
they do not mean a pure race of humanity but a collective that exists at the level of oppression
and suffering because it is considered to be inferior, a minority, and, in fact, impure by the
state, a mere constitution of the nomadic tribe. This tribe makes and deploys the nomadic war
machine, and it is called a war machine by Deleuze and Guattari because it is like a military
unit; it has a spatio-geographic aspect, an arithmetic aspect, and an affective aspect.236 The
race-tribe that traverses the smooth space (external to the state) is called nomadic rightly
because of its itinerant nature, and not at all because it is migrant. The nomad is different from
the migrant because the migrant moves from one point to the next even if that point is
unforeseen and uncertain, but the nomad moves from one point to another as a factual
necessity, relaying between points that are well localized along a known trajectory.
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This theory of the nomad helps in a better understanding of the motif of colour in
Pamuk’s work. If colour functions as a signifier in his narrative, the concept of the nomad
locates the signified in an identifiable milieu. This milieu, interestingly enough, literally
happens to be a part of a nomadic culture, which Pamuk deploys time and again to counter the
Republican narrative. Rather than being a narrative, however, it comes across as a sign
regime, a semiotic system composed of sign elements interspersed in the narrative of the
Republic, yet one which questions its authenticity. These sign elements happen to fall into the
realm of art, primarily epic poetry and miniature painting, and when I broach Pamuk’s
treatment of these sign elements from a ‘counter-signifying’ regime, I am interested in their
‘ideational’ connection to society rather than a mechanical connection. Clifford Geertz’s
paper on “Art as a Cultural System” argues for such an understanding of art where the
meaning of an art object arises not from its use but from its performative aspect in any given
culture, hence the art’s ‘semiotic system’ is seen as a matrix of sensibility in any signregime.237 A sensibility that arises out of the counter-signifying regime of the nomad, since it
exists inherently in the nomadic system, has the potential to resist a regime that is not in line
with its mode of thought and perception. In Pamuk’s work, the motif of colour works as a
signifier of such a counter-signifying, nomadic regime.
Pamuk explores this counter-signifying regime in a chapter entitled “Black Ink” in his
book Other Colours where he makes a study of a miniature painting of three nomadic men in
conversation with one another, with one man in the centre sitting astride a donkey. 238 In a
style reminiscent of My Name Is Red, the narrative voice in this largely prose collection
switches to that of the subjects depicted in the painting, so that, instead of Pamuk’s authorial
voice, the nomads in the miniature painting are speaking. It is relevant to note that when he
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depicts miniature painting and drawings in his works, Pamuk, or the narrator as in the case of
My Name Is Red, adopts the role of a traditional story teller: “When evening falls, when we
are all sitting together in a candlelit tent, this storyteller, perhaps someone not so different
from the writer who is at this very moment using us as mouthpieces to tell us this tale.”239
Slipping into this role allows him to explore the oral tradition of story and poetry recitation
which was found across borders between the Ottoman Empire, the Safavid Empire, the
Mughal Sultanate and even up to China:
There have been scores of articles, theories, and learned conferences to establish
where we come from – to prove that we are Uighers, Turks, Mongols, or Persians to
establish that we lived at some point between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries […]
Because other similarly drawn demons in the same albums appear to be of Chinese
origin, some scholars claim we come from even farther afield, perhaps even from
China; this speaks to our nomadic souls, awakening our love of the road, and so it
pleases us.240

When we come back to the miniature drawing which Pamuk examines in this chapter,
we discover that he first discusses the unique style with which the three nomad men and their
donkey have been drawn, and the name of the artist, an elusive Muhammad Siyah Qalam or
Muhammad of the Black Pen, is mentioned in connection with a style of drawing with thick
black-and-white lines favoured by Persian artists in the sixteenth century. He adds, however,
that the presence of brilliant reds and blues in the painting only complicates a comprehensive
understanding of the original style of this drawing and painting, and it can perhaps never be
ascertained who actually drew this miniature. The chapter’s narrative hinges on identifying
who the three nomads are, and the narrator(s) laments the fact that, if only the story to which
this painting belonged had not been lost, the identity of the nomads depicted could have been
verified.
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But after centuries of wandering, defeat, and disaster, our stories are lost. The
drawings that once illustrated these stories have been scattered across the world. Now
even we have forgotten where we are from. We have been stripped of our stories and
our identities. But it was still a lovely thing to be drawn. 241

The stories that have been lost, which were so enmeshed with the miniatures which illustrated
them, represent a semiotic system whose absence or loss renders the identity of the nomads
illegible and unascertainable. The nomads themselves represent a counter signifying regime
which carries the potential, if revived, to disrupt the signifying regime of the totalitarian
nation state. A marked feature of the nation state is its defined and reified borders, while the
nomads, particularly the ones chosen by Pamuk, reinforce the idea of a borderless terrain:
Our poverty is evident, as is our fear, our endless travels – we are huge barefooted
men, we are horses, we are terrible creatures – feel our strength! A wind is blowing
that ripples our clothes; we fear and tremble but we continue down the road. The bleak
plain we are trying to cross has much in common with this colourless, featureless
paper on which we are drawn. Neither mountains nor hills rise up from this level field;
we are ageless, in a world beyond time. [...] There is, we know, a tragic reason why
we cannot make you quake with fear. The stories we once belonged to have been lost.
242

The implication in the above passage is that the blank background to the three nomads
would not have been featureless had there been a story accompanying them, as it traditionally
would have done had the miniature not been parted from the manuscript or artist’s book to
which it had originally belonged. The open space of the blank page signifies two things, the
loss of a story which would have lent colour, meaning and identity to the three nomads, and
the smooth space of nomadic landscape which transcends and sabotages the unequivocal
parameters of the nation state. In this way, as a material object, the miniature functions as an
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instrument of what Deleuze and Guattari call a ‘nomad science’ of a nomadic sign regime
which stands in contrast to the science of the signifying regime of the state.
This nomadic sign regime belongs to the cultural heritage of Turkey which has its
roots not only in the Turkic tribes of West Asia but also in Arab, Persian, Mongol and even
Chinese cultures. This amalgamation of diverse and cosmopolitan cultural influences is best
represented by miniature paintings and the epics they served to illustrate and illuminate.
Although the epics were mostly of Persian pre-Islamic and Islamic tradition, the manuscripts
and miniatures that provided them with material form were composed using stylistic
techniques from even more diverse origins. In addition to their multicultural constitutive
elements, they stemmed, by and large, from two nomadic societies that had a huge military
and cultural impact on the geographical region between the Mediterranean and the Far East,
namely on the Arabs followed some centuries later by the Mongol Hordes. The philosophy
and spirituality of the Arabs, and the stylistic and composition techniques introduced by the
Mongols, were brought together in the miniature painting. Pamuk has deliberately picked this
particular art form to juxtapose it with European visual arts such as Renaissance painting to
underscore not difference, but the alternative possibilities to perspective, or a vague science in
the face of the ‘science’ of the state.
His own artistic form of expression is the novel, which is originally and foremost a
European literary form, yet he has incorporated intertextual references in his plots that point
towards traditional Middle Eastern and Central Asian literature. In a chapter from Other
Colours on his period novel My Name Is Red, Pamuk writes:
My novel’s central concern: to blend 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. […] My novel travels between these
two poles, of intimacy and recognition on the one hand, and remoteness and
generalities on the other.
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The characters in the book also view nature through pictures or archetypes. This is the
part of the book I love the most. This comes from the part of me that burns with the
desire to take the cultural past – our traditions – and play with it, to produce new
effects.243

The perspective of miniatures, which is archetypal rather than realistic, is pivotal in
challenging modern state-sponsored narratives which are constructed on Western
epistemological grounds. Pamuk’s intention is to disrupt a world-view grounded in that
epistemology, and he further states that, “Because we have been educated in Western postRenaissance art like so many other peoples in the world, and belong to the age of the mass
produced photographic image, somehow we can no longer understand these paintings
[miniatures].”244 Unlike Renaissance realism achieved through the use of perspective, that is,
depth and shadow, Persian miniatures represented only ‘archetypes’ with subject matter
mostly from poetry. Narrative poetry and epics are another form of the alternative narrative
that Pamuk wishes to employ in order to dislodge (or at least inform) the readers’ West-based
‘narrative archetypes’. So, with works like My Name Is Red, Pamuk not only challenges the
Republican narrative but also unsettles its epistemology by introducing a ‘counter-signifying
regime’ with an alternative semiotic system and hence an alternative idiom. This alternative
semiotic system could alternately be called a nomad-science which rests on a
phenomenological approach to life which prioritises qualitative categories. These qualitative
categories cannot be expressed mathematically, such as taste, sound and colour can, but
constitute aesthetic and cultural expression.
Although the colour motif appears abundantly in My Name Is Red, the novel is
principally about the art of miniature painting and the manuscripts of the Persian epics they
served to ‘illuminate’. Since the subject matter is so vast, I will restrict my discussion to the
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chapter from the novel explicitly entitled “I am Red”, and I will draw connections with a
character called ‘Blue’ in Pamuk’s other novel, Snow. For now, I will discuss the significance
of Red and attempt to bring forth the nuances in the text, nuances which reveal the sub-text
that Pamuk has interjected with the aim of unsettling the semiotic system established by the
state.
I appeared in Ghazni when Book of Kings poet Firdevsi completed the final line of a
quatrain with the most intricate of rhymes, besting the court poets of Shah Mahmud,
who ridiculed him as being nothing but a peasant. I was there on the quiver of Book of
Kings hero Rustem when he travelled far and wide in pursuit of his missing steed; I
became the blood that spewed forth when he cut the notorious ogre in half with his
wondrous sword; and I was in the folds of the quilt upon which he made furious love
with the beautiful daughter of the king who’d received him as a guest. Verily and
truly, I’ve been everywhere and am everywhere.
[…] “Yet He appears to those who can see,” said the other master. “It is for this reason
that the Koran states that the blind and the seeing are not equal.”
The handsome apprentice ever so delicately dabbed me onto the horse’s saddle cloth.
What a wonderful sensation to fix my fullness, power and vigor to the black and white
of a well-executed illustration: as the cat-hair brush spreads me onto the waiting page,
I become delightfully ticklish. Thereby, as I bring my color to the page, it’s as if I
command the world to “Be!” Yes, those who cannot see would deny it, but the truth is
I can be found everywhere. 245

There are many layers to this excerpt, and the most straightforward way to approach it is
firstly to discuss the colour palette of miniatures and its implications for the cross-pollination
of cultural influences. Colour dyes and pigments were highly prized and valuable
commodities in the heydays of miniature painting and manuscript production between the 10 th
and 15th centuries, because they were used not only in manuscript production but also in
clothing, weapons, decorative pottery, and kitchen utensils. This means that there was a high
demand for this commodity and the lavish use of different colours indicates strong trade and
cultural ties between the entire regions that covered the Islamic world.
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For instance, there were strong trade links between Cairo and Badakhshan in present
day Afghanistan where lapis lazuli was mined, one by-product of which was blue paint. As
regards red paint, though its artificial or chemical production was widespread, it was also
produced organically, extracted from certain female aphids carrying eggs, which were picked
off manually by women in Tajikistan so as to produce a vivid red pigment. From here it was
exported to various cities to be used in manuscript workshops, by cloth weavers, etc.
Generally, Islamic art employs bright, vivid colours, and red happens to be the most vibrant. It
had, therefore, a special place in the colour palette of miniature artists who applied it either
sparingly or generously, depending on the theme of the text they wished to highlight. Very
often patrons of the arts would commission a manuscript from Herat or Tabriz while they
themselves lived in Istanbul or Cairo. It would then not be surprising to see a manuscript of
Firdevsi’s Shahnamah or Book of Kings cited in a gathering in Istanbul. Persian, and to a large
extent even Arab, epics and myths had gained currency throughout the Islamic world and had
become a part of the semiotic system there, which means that, even though the languages
spoken were different from one another, their ‘archetypal narratives’ were common, shared
via linguistic and non-linguistic signs incorporated in the social structure. For instance an
“archetypal narrative” was traditionally circulated in the literary circles via manuscripts
illustrated with miniature paintings which functioned as a semiotic system.
So when Pamuk uses the signifier of the colour red as an opening into the epic of the
pre-Islamic Persian hero Rustum, he is invoking an archetypal narrative. That the poet to
whom he makes this inter-textual reference happens to be Firdevsi is also interesting since
Firdevsi, who lived sometime during the end of the tenth century, had written his masterpiece,
the Shahnameh, expecting patronage from Mahmud of Ghazni, but, just as the above excerpt
suggests, Shah Mahmud of Ghazni did not understand the value of the poetic masterpiece that
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Fidevsi had penned and, to the end of his days, Firdevsi lived embittered because of the lack
of patronage from the government.
Pamuk’s deployment of pre-modern art demonstrates how the alternative semiotic
system can be approached through ‘nomad science’ or a phenomenological approach which
gives voice to a qualitative category such as colour and makes it anthropomorphic. In the
excerpt, the colour red proclaims its own ubiquitous nature but does so with reference to the
myth of Rustum. If the colour red is a concept that evokes certain emotions, then the
archetypal narrative of Rustum best conveys this concept, in the context of the novel at least.
Although Pamuk mentions in passing only a few scenes from stories related to Rustum,
scenes which were depicted in miniatures, he depicts the colour red as a common element in
them. He mentions these scenes by way of showing the primacy of red as blood, suggesting
that it is as primal as blood itself. In the chapter from which this excerpt has been taken,
Pamuk also mentions Behram Gur and his legendary six pavilions which he had built for six
women represented by a different colour with whom he would spend a night. Of these the
lady in the red pavilion was much loved by him. Pamuk, however, brings up the story of
Rustum as a primary myth, possibly because it is the oldest of the myths and functions as a
foundational myth. In addition, his choice of words for red’s soliloquy indicates this. For
instance it declares that it ‘first’ appeared in Ghazni in a miniature, yet it was representing the
hue of blood which is as ubiquitous as humanity itself, thus hinting that it existed long before
Firdevsi’s time. At the end of its soliloquy additionally it speaks in mystical terms. It
proclaims that, though it is there, present as the colour red, not all onlookers can see it, pretty
much like God. It goes beyond the phenomenology of colour and argues that to perceive is to
transgress the appearance of the sensory and go to the meaning behind the physical form. This
is because colour has meaning, and, if one does not attribute any meaning to it, it cannot be
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seen, hence “it cannot be explained to he who cannot see.”246 The voice of the colour red then
explains this inability to notice colour as an attribute of a blind heart, a mystical concept
embodied by a verse from the Koran that “the blind and the seeing are not equal.” 247 Then, in
the last lines of the chapter, this voice takes on a scriptural tone, and, adopting a divine voice,
it declares that, when it is painted on to a ‘black and white’ drawing, it is as if it is bringing it
to life, as if it commands creation to “Be and it is”. This is in clear reference to God’s creative
attribute and, in Sufiism, the verb ‘kun’, Arabic for ‘be’, is a very potent sign because it
encapsulates the creative act. Colour, then, signifies the creative act which leads the way to
novelty, newness and also the disruption of the status quo.
So we see that Pamuk started off with a pre-Islamic archetypal narrative, which I will
return to shortly, and then moves into a mystical language about colour as signs. What is of
interest is that these signs are not only a part of the artistic tradition but overlap with a
linguistic and semiotic system (i.e., traditional and mystical language). Red, in particular, and
colour in general are part of a phenomenology of colour developed by Sufis who influenced
the material and visual art of miniatures very greatly.248 Colours mean something in this signsystem; for example, if the colour red represents passion or a passionate disposition, blue
would have a different effect. Colour was the only means of showing a certain predominant
mood in a miniature or the emotion of a figure in the picture, so the artists had to choose, and
arrange, the colour scheme carefully. When Pamuk was writing My Name Is Red, he had such
a miniature in mind. It was vibrant with colour and could capture the temperament and
emotion of diverse voices from sixteenth century Istanbul.
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How the narrative of Rustum, represented by the colour red, serves as a countersignifying regime to the signifying regime of the Turkish Republic becomes clearer in a
passage in the novel Snow, Pamuk’s ‘only’ political work of fiction. Whereas in My name Is
Red, Rustum’s story or myth is fragmented and predominated by its signifier, the colour red,
in Snow there is a section where the character ‘Blue’ narrates the most important section of
the myth of Rustum. It is the part where Rustum is seduced by the daughter of the king of
Turan who hosts him because she wishes to bear his child. The couple soon learns that the
princess is expecting Rustam’s child, but Rustam has to continue on his journey, and he gives
her an armband for his child as a token of his fatherhood. The princess gives birth to a son in
the absence of Rustum but she is afraid that, if Rustum finds out that it is a son, he will try to
make a warrior out of him and separate her from her only child. So she sends word to Rustum
that he has a daughter and she names their son Sohrab. When Sohrab grows up, he heads out
of the kingdom of Turan to Iran to meet his father Rustum, dreaming of defeating the king of
Iran and installing his own father on the seat of the kingdom and then defeating the King of
Turan in the company of Rustum. As fate would have it, however, Rustam and Sohrab end up
meeting on the battle field, oblivious of each other’s identity, and each in the opposing army.
Following traditional rules of battle, father and son, both being the best warriors of their
armies, face each other in a one-on-one battle. On the second day of the battle, Sohrab
overcomes Rustam and is about to behead him but refrains from doing so because he reminds
him of his father who he had never seen. On the third day, Rustum ridicules Sohrab’s
kindness as his weakness and kills him. In his death throes Sohrab calls out to Rustam saying
that his father Rustam will avenge him, and the story reaches a climax with Rustam realizing
that he has killed his only son and that he will die an issueless old man. At the end of the
chapter, in which Blue relates the story, he states:
“But I didn’t tell you this beautiful story to show you what it means to me, or how I
relate it to my life. I told it to point out that this thousand-years-old-story, which
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comes from Firdevsi’s Shehname, is now forgotten,’ said Blue. ‘Once upon a time,
millions of people knew it by heart – from Tabriz to Istanbul, from Bosnia to Trabzon
– and when they recalled this story, they found the meaning in their lives. The story
spoke to them in just the same way that Oedipus’ murder of his father and Macbeth’s
obsession with power and death speak to people throughout the Western world. But
now, because we’ve fallen under the spell of the West, we’ve forgotten our own
stories. They’ve removed all the old stories from our children’s textbooks. These days,
you can’t find a single bookseller who stocks the Shehname in all of Istanbul! How do
you explain that?”
Ka didn’t reply.
“Let me guess what you’re thinking,” said Blue. “Is this story so beautiful that a man
could kill for it? That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know,” said Ka.
“Then think about it,” said Blue, and he left the room.249

In the above passage, Blue is also lamenting the loss of issue, though in his case it is
not childlessness that he grieves but the loss of “narrative”. This is the Jungian ‘narrative
archetype’ that Pamuk discusses in Other Colours.250 In the words of the character Blue, the
modern Turks seem to have lost their own stories and have latched onto Western myths as
narrative archetypes. Blue also makes a comparison with the story of Oedipus Rex, which is
similar to the story of Rustum and Sohrab because it constitutes the same father and son
dynamic with neither of the two having a clue about the other’s identity, yet it is not the same
at all. That is because, in this story, the father kills his son who refused to kill Rustam out of
love for his father (in the story Rustam ‘reminds’ him of his own father), whereas in Oedipus
Rex the son simply unknowingly kills his father. Pamuk wishes to point out this fundamental
difference because it gives meaning to each story, and, in doing so, it affects the lives of those
who read it. This is a possible indication of the Freudian theory of the sub-conscious yet
inherently murderous hate of the son for the father, and, in pointing out the simple act of love
of the son Sohrab for his father and his dying from his father’s sword instead, Pamuk opens
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up the possibility of an alternative theory of the sub-conscious that could develop, the
possibility of a different perspective and different meaning to life. This can then be seen as an
instance of a vague science as opposed to an official science. In addition, with the reference
to Macbeth, he points to the relative anonymity of the famous poet Fidevsi when compared to
the fame enjoyed by Shakespeare in modern Turkey.
Blue himself is a multidimensional character. He is a political Islamist and is rumored
to have been behind the murder of a television show host, for which act he is also much feared
by everyone. When the protagonist Ka meets him, he finds him to be refined and cultured, and
very unlike the ‘scimitar wielding’ extremist portrayed in the media. In fact he is a beardless,
dark-blue eyed young man who has a large following amongst the youth of Kars because of
the charisma he possesses. For the purposes of my discussion, it is his name that is of
significance. Blue, besides red, was an important colour in Islamic miniatures, and it was a
valuable commodity as well. It was used not only in miniatures but also used abundantly in
architectural designs and illuminations of Koranic manuscripts. The colour blue was most
abundantly used in arabesque and geometric patterns on the walls of mosques and shrines as a
background to intricate designs and calligraphy covering the walls of these public buildings.
One could say that blue, as a signifier in the context of Islamic culture, refers to those patterns
which happen to be based on a complex geometric theory of quasicrystals which was
employed by craftsmen to produce the effect of infinity.251 The blue tiles of the buildings
were produced and used in line with the mathematical thought of that time. In addition to this,
blue was also the colour with which the clothes of another legendary figure were coloured in
miniatures. This was the figure of Mejnun, the mad lover, who roamed the wilderness after
separation from his beloved called Leyla, literally meaning the night. In the miniatures
illustrating the tragic love story of Leyla and Mejnun, blue was part of an iconography that
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represented the soul (literally the ‘self’ or nafs in Arabic). This was because, as mentioned
earlier, miniaturists were influenced by Sufis who saw blue as a colour of the soul/ ‘self’, its
renunciation of the world and loss. And so Mejnun’s renunciation of the world after
separation from his beloved was signified by the colour blue. Mejnun becomes a dervish, a
mystic wandering the wilderness, not unlike a nomad who doesn’t recognize man-made
divisions of space and peoples. Pamuk has also made inter-textual references to this story’s
mystical rendition by the fifteenth century Persian poet Jami in My Name Is Red. It is,
therefore easy, to find the statement made by the character Blue to be loaded heavily with
meaning, as he implies both the loss of identity and also archetypal narratives.
Blue, furthermore, is the character who affirms the status of the protagonist Ka as a
dervish, a wandering mystic who has renounced society.
“You are a modern day dervish. You’ve withdrawn from the world to devote yourself
to poetry.”252

This is significant because Pamuk recurrently identifies with the protagonist or central
character of his novels, if not as the protagonist then he himself appears in the plot as ‘Pamuk’
the writer. In Snow, Ka’s story is narrated by Pamuk, his close friend, who goes through the
same feelings as Ka as he retraces his journey in the remote city of Kars. Pamuk almost
becomes Ka’s double as he mirrors his every move, even falling in love with Ipek when he
meets her to interview her about Ka. In this implicit manner Pamuk identifies with Ka and
most probably then sees himself as a dervish as well, one who does not write poetry as
dervishes traditionally did, but as one writing novels, a modern form of literature, and so he is
a ‘modern’ dervish. He wanders across the city, across borders and does not recognize
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national boundaries, perceiving them to be artificial, state-sponsored constructs of repressive
regimes. Like Mejnun, he also laments loss.
Pamuk reiterates this sense of loss in these lines from Other Colours:
But after centuries of wandering, defeat, and disaster, our stories are lost. The
drawings that once illustrated these stories have been scattered across the world. Now
even we have forgotten where we are from. We have been stripped of our stories and
our identities.253

The stories about which Pamuk feels so strongly are also part of the counter narrative he
gives, and this can be seen as a counter-signifying regime to the narrative of the West adopted
by the Turkish republic. The western narrative that Pamuk has issue with is mostly the
modern concept of the nation state as well as the ‘Westernising’ intellectuals of Turkey who
discarded their own cultural heritage for a foreign one. I argue that Pamuk’s works are
primarily a critique of the effects of the Western style modernization of Turkey, for which
reason his novels almost never conclude with a happy ending, and they carry a discolouration
in keeping with the melancholy Pamuk himself feels at the loss of his cultural heritage,
inevitably leading to a ‘sense of defeat.’ Secondly, his novels, My Name Is Red and Snow,
stand out because the former is the only one of his works which, according to him, ends in a
happy way and also deals with the theme of Islamic arts, which incidentally stemmed from
nomadic cultures. The latter one is, also according to Pamuk, his only political novel. The two
together give an insight into what exactly Pamuk holds contention with when he
problematizes local Turkish and European relations. I see his bringing up of Persian-Islamic
‘stories’ as a way of countering the sign-regime of the Westernising State, which had been
bolstered by the nationalist poets and writers of the early Republic, with a semiotic-system
that poses a ‘soft’ challenge to the narrative of the national intellectuals. This is the nomadic
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sign-regime because it is not an institutionalized or reified system that could be imposed on
the existing one, but one that is fluid and offers possibilities only of alternative ways of
viewing things, finding meaning, and even an eventual paradigm shift.
Conclusion
The motif of colour is deployed by Pamuk to confront the constant gaze of Europe that
has been on the region which is now Turkey. In extension this motif in his literature also
functions as a semiotic device for identity definition in relation to Europe. That is why Pamuk
uses chromatic indicators to create an emotive effect for the diverse identities steeped in the
rich cultural memory of Istanbul. In this literary design, identifying Europe’s cultural impact
is just as important because Europe’s gaze is felt by the citizens of Turkey to be constantly on
them. For this reason Pamuk deliberates over French writers who had considerable influence
over nationalist Turkish literature. When Pamuk figuratively brings back the Ottoman Empire
in his writing, or its cultural memory at least, he does this not to glorify its past, but in order
to situate Europe in relation to the region Turkey belongs to and Europe’s role in making the
Turkish identity what it is today. It is the history of Europe’s relations with the Ottoman
Empire and the response of nineteenth century Ottoman intelligentsia in which he is
interested, and not the Empire itself. For him, the issue of much greater gravity than the loss
of Empire is the way the Young Turks and other Westernising Ottomans saw themselves in
relation to Europe. They were convinced that their nation’s poverty and backwardness was
due to their traditions which they consequently came to view with distaste. Pamuk depicts this
shame and sense of defeat in the face of a hegemonic foreign culture by the colour grey,
which Pamuk simply calls black and white, a non-colour. The monochrome images that he
associates with memories of the early days of the republic perpetuate the perception of
Western writers and travelers who visited Istanbul in the formative years of Turkey, and their
role in shaping perceptions of local writers and elite. Hence the imitation of foreign styles, for
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Pamuk, becomes synonymous with the loss of identity. In contrast to this discolouration, art
and colour is the dominant motif in what he calls his only optimistic novel My Name Is Red
where he has fully exploited the motif of colour in the form of miniature painting and the
stories they told. Colour also appears here and there scattered in his works like Other Colours
and Snow as they explicitly juxtapose the narrative of Turkey’s diverse cultural heritage with
the mimetic culture of the modern Republic of Turkey. The two different, yet similar, themes
of dis-colouration and the vibrancy of colour highlight the issue of identity in the Turkish
Republic, which was founded on the shedding off of a ‘local’ identity and recasting it on the
model of a Western type identity so that the Republic would appear more modernised and
progressive. This view expressed by Pamuk on identity politics in Turkey further opens the
question not only of Europe’s role in influencing cultural and social reformations within
Turkey but also the extent to which a European identity is desired to be inoculated in the
regions on its periphery as well as the ways in which it affects European identity itself, which
is perhaps a topic for another research project.
.
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Conclusion
This thesis has analysed Orhan Pamuk’s depiction and deployment of the city in his
oeuvre as a discursive space which mediates between the individual subject and the nation
state. It has explored public and private spaces of the city, as visualised by Pamuk, and looked
at how these spaces transgress and even subvert the structural differentiation of categories
such as public and private, historical and contemporary, Western and Eastern, as well as
tradition and modernity. In his city imaginary, that is the subjective representation of the city
in his writings, identities imposed by the state through cultural reforms are dismantled and
subjectivities are unravelled in order to question the modern condition of the nation state,
exploring and negotiating the multiplicity of identities that emerge as constituting a
homogenised nationality.
I have made this argument by way of three key thematic threads that run through my
analysis of Pamuk’s oeuvre. One thematic proposes two types of ‘orientalism’ which I termed
‘internalised orientalism’ at the juncture of the 19th and 20th century adopted by the founding
fathers of the Turkish republic, and the ‘quasi-orientalism’ deployed by Pamuk as a literary
device in his narrative fiction which functions to counter the former type of orientalism. The
second thematic thread is the city motif, which is common to most, if not all, of Pamuk’s
texts, and which serves to mediate between the character subject and the nation state, its topos
helping to underscore the existential angst perpetrated by the drastically changed social
circumstances found in the new republic. The third thematic thread is that of the configuration
of secular nationalism and modernisation which Pamuk’s narrative fiction, as well as his
prose, identifies as being detrimental to local historical diversity and which has acted as a
catalyst in the erasure of cultural memory. This dissertation has demonstrated the ways and
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techniques in which Pamuk frames his narrative within these themes, and, by extension, offers
a counter narrative to the modern secular narrative of the nation state.
By reconstituting and reconfiguring the topos of the city, Pamuk has been able to
produce a visual narrative in order to enable “others to see, through words” 254 as it brings
forth the ordinary human details of the urban landscape. The aim of his narrative technique is
to mobilise the reader’s visual imagination as he vividly illustrates his exploration of the
spatio-temporal aspects of the city as well as experimenting with style while taking a marked
departure from traditional modernist subject matter. He introduces an itinerant figure in the
modern urban landscape, not unlike a flâneur, but reimagines this character as a dervish so as
to merge two literary traditions of city representations, one from the so-called East and the
other from the so-called West. What comes across as a clichéd orientalist depiction of a long
lost ‘eastern’ literary figure, is transformed into an anguished search for identity subsequent to
the formation of the modern nation state. This trope is premised on the key concept of quasiorientalism as a literary device and the city space as a discursive space respectively, and it
highlights subjectivities grappling with the loss of identity and their potential to construct a
new identity.
Historical fiction, like My Name Is Red and The White Castle in particular, are a reimagination of space from the 16th century in the Ottoman Empire. In the former text, for
instance, the historical city of Istanbul is resurrected in the narrative but yet it resonates
strongly with the contemporary Istanbul of present day Turkey. Although the city is
reconstituted as an historicised space, indicating a sense of nostalgia for the Ottoman past, it
carries ‘traces’ of the modern city in the sub-text, which has been conceptualised in the
analysis as a process of ‘palimpsesting’. The primary city spaces depicted in historicised
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Istanbul, which are the coffeehouse and the city archives, are, thus, deployed as a means of
representing voices of dissent which bear relevance to the present as much as they did in the
past. These public spaces of dissent in the historical narrative question the cultural ‘revisioning’, coercive westernisation and homogenising effects of modernisation reforms in the
present nation state.
Representation of city spaces in Pamuk’s oeuvre is not confined to an historical visual
narrative. In The Museum of Innocence, a relatively contemporary city space has been
deployed but it nevertheless records literally the modernisation process very directly and
intimately. Both the novel and the actual museum by the same name, created by Pamuk in the
Çukurcuma district of Istanbul, represent a public space which has been structured around a
private space so that the public and the private space of the urban topos merge. In so doing,
the peripheral private life of a citizen in mid-twentieth century Istanbul is centralised and
becomes the object of the public gaze. In musealising the private life of a modern subject,
Pamuk shifts between an authorial role and that of the ‘expository agent’ of a museum. The
narrative of The Museum of Innocence brings to the fore a private museum, and juxtaposes it
with the public museum which is a state institution. The actual museum by this name,
standing in the Çukurcuma district of Beyoğlu as a concrete structure, reinforces the counternarrative of the novel and dismantles the discourse of modernisation perpetuated by the
secular nationalist state. It pits the private museum against the public state-instituted museum,
and it functions to centralise the periphery. In this way the carefully monitored and
demarcated spaces of state apparatuses, represented by the public museum, are contested by
the narrative of the Museum of Innocence which relegates lives affected by modernisation and
nationalisation during the early and mid-twentieth century to the expository space of the
museum. The space of The Museum of Innocence has also been shown to be neither in the
category of a public space nor that of a private space, as it collapses the two spatial categories
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into each other, thus disrupting the conceptual categorisation and allocation of city spaces by
the nation state. In the discussion of ‘musealising’ the city’s private life in this manner, the
role of hüzün has been analysed in a different light; it is read not only as a local expression
for nostalgia and melancholy, but also as a means of collapsing such spatial differentiations as
are embodied by private residences and public museums in the city.
Pamuk’s representations of the city are closely associated with his views on
modernisation and nationalisation and the questions raised concerning identity and
epistemology in this respect. Keeping in mind the visual aspects of his narrative, these issues
are depicted by the motif of colour which runs through much of Pamuk’s narrative fiction as
well as his works of non-fiction. While representing and deploying the city as a discursive
space, the author employs the motif of colour as a signifier of creativity and originality in the
intersections of art and politics in the social processes of identity formation. In this way, the
presence of colour or the lack thereof becomes a signifier for the presence or absence of
epistemic originality and artistic or intellectual creativity. The identities associated with such
originality have been termed ‘nomadic’ in this dissertation as they represent a countersignifying sign regime to that of the signifying regime of the nation state which lacks colour
and is depicted as a grey colourless urban landscape. This lack of colour represents the loss of
local cultural identities which were replaced by a borrowed Enlightenment epistemology that
formed the basis of the modern Turkish Republic. The issue of identity and epistemology
raised in these visual narratives stands as the crux of this dissertation which demonstrates how
non-nationalist or even nationalist identities are caught in the tension between the
homogenising effects of state sanctioned modernisation and westernising reforms and the
more diverse local cultural identities in their plurality.
This dissertation has demonstrated the ways in which Orhan Pamuk places the social
processes of modernisation under the scrutinising gaze of the modern citizen. This self-
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reflexive situation is achieved by re-imagining and re-presenting specific spaces in the city as
spaces of dissent, self-effacement, and the re-negotiating of identities that have been
compromised by the nation state. Hence, through his fictional and visual narrative of life in
the city, Pamuk engages with the nation state, colouring the urban landscape to depict the loss
of cultural identity in the Turkish Republic and linking this loss to epistemic unoriginality.
The issues highlighted in this dissertation are meant to identify aspects of epistemic and even
ontological violence perpetrated by the nation state as seen through the counter-narrative
produced by Pamuk. Although the texts analysed are framed by the context of Turkey, they
represent ongoing trans-national struggles against abstract universals of modernisation and
progressivism that justify the founding of nation states instead of preserving regional and
community-based collectivities. By looking at the case study of Istanbul and the Turkish
Republic through the lens provided by Pamuk, themes like the internalised orientalism of the
intellectual and political elite, the over-writing of local histories and the construction of new
nationalist identities, the hybridised yet insoluble persistence of alternative epistemological
traditions, and the city as a space of imaginary re-visioning separate from the nation state are
brought into sharper focus.
With particular relevance to the modern Turkish identity and Turkey’s bid to join the
EU, these themes further draw the attention to Europe’s role in providing a model to the
modern republic in its formative years. In doing so they open up questions about what it
means to be ‘European’ and also what the political demarcations of European territory mean.
This examination of Turkish identity and epistemic ‘borrowing’ from Europe, as viewed
through Pamuk’s literary lens, thus poses additional questions related to the European
identity and it asks whether it is more than a European epistemological tradition which can
qualify a nation state to adopt the European identity. These questions exceed the scope of this
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dissertation but they bear substantial significance as potential fields of inquiry for further
research into the nature of identity politics and trans-nationalism.
The present dissertation conducts a cultural analysis of Pamuk’s writings and his city
Istanbul through the deployment of various cultural concepts best suited to the objects of
study in each chapter. In this respect this study is different from other analytical works on
Pamuk which focus either on his notoriety as an ‘orientalist’ writer who caters to a western
audience, or which build on his fame as a post-modern writer on a par with the likes of
Marquez, Rushdie and Borges. Through this dissertation I have shown Pamuk as a culturally
complex public intellectual who has incorporated an anti-modernist approach in the subject
matter of his writing in order to address the very crucial question of coercive westernisation
by state authorities in the early years of the republic. The lens of his writings and narrative
fiction reveals the Turkish context to be more than meets the eye, which is often seen as the
clichéd bridge between Europe and Asia and a channel facilitating East-West relations. More
than these frequently iterated allegories for Pamuk and his writings, which project him as
representative of Istanbul’s geopolitical location, literally bridging the two continents of Asia
and Europe and also as a token voice of dissent speaking against the violations of human
rights in Turkey, Pamuk has raised significant questions regarding the correlations between
identity formation and its epistemic foundations. The Turkish context of modernisation
reforms, when viewed through Pamuk’s lens, is the periphery to the dominant discourses in a
Eurocentric epistemology, and, because of its physical and intellectual proximity with Europe,
Turkey has become an emblem of epistemic colonisation. Pamuk has, thus, offered a
different perspective on nationalism and its ties with the modernisation and westernisation
project. By viewing the nation state through this perspective, this study has been able to
identify the possibilities of an epistemological shift from the European Enlightenment model
to more local epistemes.
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SUMMARY

Orhan Pamuk’s City and the Turkish Republic
An Engagement with the Modern Nation State

In this dissertation I examine the selected works of Turkish author Orhan Pamuk with a focus
on the representation of the city of Istanbul and the mediating role it plays between the subject
of Pamuk’s narrative and the state. I identify in the narrative the means with which the city
allows the narrative subject to participate in the modern nation state but with alternative
modes of subjective agency, thus enabling the subject to dismantle the identity which is
imposed by the state. This happens in several ways contingent on the author’s
conceptualisation of the narrative subject, and which this dissertation will highlight and
analyse. In doing so, the analysis follows three key thematic threads. One is the epistemic
shift to the west and a western outlook on local culture, or the ‘internalised orientalism’ of the
late Ottoman and early Republican elite of Turkey, which Pamuk’s narrative counters with
‘quasi-orientalism’. The second thematic thread is the motif of the city itself, which is
common to most if not all of Pamuk’s works and serves to mediate between the narrative
subject and the nation state. The third thematic thread that my argument follows is that of the
configuration of secular nationalism and modernisation which Pamuk’s fiction, together with
his critical writings, identifies as detrimental to diversity and instrumental in the erasure of
cultural memory.
In the first chapter, which is an analysis of The Black Book, I look at the quasiorientalist trope of the itinerant figure in the city, not unlike the flâneur but reimagined as a
dervish. I demonstrate how itineracy, in both the so-called eastern and so-called western

215

literary traditions, transforms the city presented in the novel into a discursive space where the
subject grapples with loss of identity and also discovers the potential to construct a new one.
The second chapter is a study of My Name Is Red and The White Castle, where I
examine the historicised representation of Istanbul. I argue that although the city is
reconstituted as a historical space, it carries ‘traces’ of the modern city in its sub-text, which I
conceptualise in the analysis as a process of ‘palimpsesting.’ The focus in my dissertation is
on two city spaces of historical Istanbul depicted in the two novels : coffee houses and the
city archives. I contend that these spaces are deployed in the novels as a means of
representing voices of dissent which bear relevance to the present more than they do to the
history of the city. These public spaces of dissent in the historical narratives question the ‘revisioning’, coercive westernisation and homogenising effects of the modernisation reforms
implemented in the modern Republic of Turkey.
In the chapter that follows, I explore another representation of an urban space in
Pamuk’s work of fiction, in this case, The Museum of Innocence. The Museum of Innocence,
which exists in both literary and concrete form in the Çukurcuma district of Istanbul, is a
private museum built by Pamuk that stands in a metaphorical juxtaposition to the public
museum which is a state institution. Through this museum, the peripheral private life of a
citizen in mid-twentieth century Istanbul, as portrayed in the novel, is made central and
becomes the object of the public gaze, thus merging a private space of an individual with a
public space. My argument is that the actual Museum of Innocence, reinforces the counternarrative of the novel and dismantles the discourse of modernisation perpetuated by the
secular nationalist state.
The fourth chapter examines the motif of colour in selected works of fiction as well as
works of non-fiction written by Pamuk. With a view to exploring the issue of identity and
epistemology in his works, I argue that Pamuk employs the motif of colour as a signifier of
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creativity and originality in the social processes of identity formation, and thus the presence of
colour or the lack thereof becomes a signifier for the presence or absence of epistemic
originality and artistic or intellectual creativity. I refer to identities associated with such
originality as ‘nomadic’ since they represent a counter-signifying sign regime to that of the
signifying regime of the nation state which lacks colour and is depicted as a grey colourless
urban landscape. The issue of identity and epistemology raised in these very visual narratives
reveal how non-nationalist or even nationalist identities are caught in the tension between the
homogenising effects of state-sanctioned westernising reforms and the more diverse local
cultural identities.
This dissertation demonstrates the ways in which Pamuk places the social processes of
modernisation and westernisation under the scrutinising gaze of the modern citizen. This selfreflexivity is achieved in his writings by re-imagining and re-presenting specific spaces in the
city as spaces of dissent, self-effacement, and the re-negotiating of identities that have been
compromised by the nation state. By looking at the case study of Istanbul and the Turkish
Republic through the lens provided by Pamuk, themes such as the internalised orientalism of
the intellectual and political elite, the over-writing of local histories and the construction of
new nationalist identities, the hybridised yet insoluble persistence of alternative
epistemological traditions, and the city as a space of imaginary re-visioning separate from the
nation state are also brought into sharper focus. I highlight these themes in this dissertation in
order to locate the Turkish context of modernisation reforms at the periphery of the dominant
discourses in a Eurocentric epistemology. In this respect, my dissertation demonstrates that
because of its physical and intellectual proximity with Europe, Turkey has become an emblem
of epistemic colonisation. By viewing the nation state through the perspective Pamuk
provides, this study has been able to identify the possibilities of an epistemological shift from
the European Enlightenment model to more local epistemes.
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SAMENVATTING

De stad van Orhan Pamuk en de Turkse Republiek:
een verhouding met de moderne natiestaa
In dit proefschrift verken ik hoe, in bepaalde werken van de Turkse schrijver Orhan Pamuk,
de stad Istanbul wordt verbeeld en wat voor rol deze verbeelding speelt in de dialoog tussen
de hoofdpersonen in Pamuk’s verhalen en de staat. Ik bepaal op welke manieren de stad de
hoofdpersoon van het verhaal de mogelijkheid geeft om op afwijkende manieren deel uit te
maken van de moderne natiestaat, zodat de hoofdpersoon de identiteit die door de staat wordt
opgelegd kan deconstrueren. In dit proefschrift analyseer ik de verschillende manieren waarop
dit gebeurt, afhankelijk van de manier waarop de auteur de hoofdpersoon beschrijft. Deze
analyse is georganiseerd aan de hand van drie thema’s. Het eerste thema is gericht op de
epistemische verschuiving naar het Westen en een Westerse kijk op de lokale cultuur, oftewel
het ‘geïnternaliseerde oriëntalisme’ van de laat-Ottomaanse en vroeg-Republikeinse Turkse
elite, waar Pamuk in zijn verhalen een ‘quasi-oriëntalisme’ tegenover zet. Het tweede thema
is het motief van de stad zelf. Dit motief is terug te vinden in vrijwel al het werk van Pamuk
en dient als bemiddeling tussen de hoofdpersoon en de natiestaat. Het derde thema in mijn
analyse is gestoeld op de vorm van het seculaire nationalisme en de seculaire modernisatie die
in zowel Pamuk’s fictie als in zijn non-fictie worden gezien als processen die afbreuk doen
aan diversiteit en bijdragen aan het verlies van cultureel bewustzijn.
In het eerste hoofdstuk bespreek ik, aan de hand van een analyse van The Black Book,
de quasi-oriëntalistische troop van de figuur die zich door de stad beweegt, niet zoals de
flaneur maar verbeeld als de derwisj. Ik laat zien hoe de beweging, zowel in de zogenaamde
Oosterse als in de Westerse literaire traditie, de stad die in een roman wordt beschreven
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transformeert tot een discursieve ruimte, waarin de hoofdpersoon worstelt met het verlies van
zijn identiteit maar ook de mogelijkheid ontdekt om een nieuwe identiteit te vormen.
In het tweede hoofdstuk analyseer ik de historiserende verbeelding van Istanbul, met
behulp van de werken My Name Is Red en The White Castle. Ik laat zien dat, hoewel de stad
opnieuw vorm wordt gegeven als een historische ruimte, deze nog steeds ‘sporen’ van de
moderne stad bevat in de sub-tekst, een proces waar ik in mijn analyse naar verwijs met de
Engelse term ‘palimpsesting’, oftewel ‘palimpsesten’. In dit proefschrift ligt de focus op twee
stedelijke ruimtes in het oude Istanbul, beschreven in deze twee romans: koffiehuizen en de
stadsarchieven. Ik stel dat deze ruimtes in de romans worden gebruikt als manier om
afwijkende geluiden een stem te geven die eerder betrekking hebben op het heden dan op het
verleden van de stad. De openbare ruimtes vol afwijkende geluiden in deze historische
verhalen stellen het ‘revisioneren’ ter discussie, de dwingende verwestersing en de
homogeniserende effecten van de moderniseringsmaatregelen die in de moderne Turkse
republiek worden doorgevoerd.
In het volgende hoofdstuk ga ik nader in op een andere verbeelding van een stedelijke
ruimte in Pamuk’s fictie: Het Museum der Onschuld. Het Museum der Onschuld, zowel een
literair als een echt museum gevestigd in de wijk Çukurcuma in Istanbul, is een particulier
museum, gebouwd door Pamuk, dat een metaforische spiegel vormt ten opzichte van het
openbare, door de staat beheerde museum. In dit museum staat het privéleven van een
inwoner van het Istanbul van de mid-20ste eeuw centraal, zoals verbeeld in de roman, en wordt
dit bij het publiek onder de aandacht gebracht, waarmee de persoonlijke ruimte van een
individu wordt gecombineerd met een publieke ruimte. Ik stel vervolgens dat het echte
Museum der Onschuld het tegendraadse verhaal van het boek versterkt en het
moderniseringsdiscours verzwakt dat door de seculaire, nationalistische staat wordt
uitgedragen.
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Het vierde hoofdstuk volgt het motief van kleur, zoals dat in diverse werken van
Pamuk terugkomt, zowel in zijn fictie als in zijn non-fictie. Met het oog op hoe Pamuk de
onderwerpen identiteit en epistemologie behandelt in zijn boeken, analyseer ik hoe Pamuk
kleur gebruikt als motief. Hierbij staat kleur voor creativiteit en originaliteit in de context van
de sociale processen rondom identiteitsvorming, zodat de aanwezigheid of het ontbreken van
kleur een indicatie vormt van de aanwezigheid of het ontbreken van epistemische originaliteit
en artistieke of intellectuele creativiteit. Ik verwijs hier naar de identiteiten die met een
dergelijke originaliteit worden geassocieerd als ‘nomadisch’, omdat deze een uitdrukking
vormen van een contra-betekenisvormend betekenisregime dat weerstand biedt tegen dat van
de natiestaat, waarin dergelijke kleur ontbreekt en welke wordt weergegeven als een grijs,
kleurloos stadslandschap. Hoe identiteit en epistemologie in deze zeer visueel ingerichte
verhalen een rol spelen, laat zien hoe non-nationalistische en zelfs nationalistische identiteiten
gevangen raken in de spanning tussen de egaliserende effecten van door de overheid
gestimuleerde westerniseringsmaatregelen en de diversere lokale culturele identiteiten.
Dit proefschrift laat zien op welke manieren Pamuk de sociale processen rondom
modernisering en verwestersing onder de kritische aandacht van de moderne burger brengt.
Deze zelf-reflectiviteit wordt in zijn werk bereikt door bepaalde plekken in de stad anders te
verbeelden en beschrijven, als plaatsen van afwijkende geluiden, bescheidenheid, en het
hervormen van identiteiten die door de natiestaat zijn verstoord. Aan de hand van de
casestudy van Istanbul en de republiek Turkije, bezien door de lens van Pamuk, kunnen
bepaalde thema’s beter worden belicht, zoals het geïnternaliseerde oriëntalisme van de
intellectuele en politieke elite, het overschrijven van lokale geschiedenis en de vorming van
nieuwe nationalistische identiteiten, de gehybridiseerde maar onoplosbare nadruk op
alternatieve epistemologische tradities en de stad als een ruimte waar andere visies dan die
van de natiestaat kunnen worden verbeeld. Deze thema’s worden in dit proefschrift belicht,
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om zo de context van de Turkse modernisering de plaatsen in de periferie van de dominante
discours van een Eurocentrische epistemologie. In dit opzicht laat dit proefschrift zien dat,
vanwege de geografische en intellectuele nabijheid van Europa, Turkije emblematisch is
geworden van epistemische kolonisering. Door de natiestaat te bekijken vanuit het perspectief
van Pamuk, belicht dit onderzoek de mogelijkheid van een epistemische verschuiving van een
model gebaseerd op de Europeaanse Verlichting naar meer lokale epistèmes.

