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			Orhan Pamuk

			Turkish novelist and screenwriter

			
					Born in Istanbul in 1952.

					Literary awards:	Prix du Meilleur Livre Étranger (French award for Best Foreign Book), 2002 (for My Name is Red)

	International Dublin Literary Award, 2003 (for My Name is Red)

	Nobel Prize in Literature, 2006




					Notable works:	The White Castle (1982), novel

	Snow (2002), novel

	Istanbul: Memories and the City (2005), memoir




			

			Orhan Pamuk is a novelist, playwright and academic, and currently teaches comparative literature and writing at Columbia University. He initially studied Architecture at Istanbul Technical University, but abandoned his studies to pursue his true passion of painting. He later obtained a degree in Journalism from the University of Istanbul, although he never actually worked as a journalist. Instead, he devoted himself to literature, and has said that this decision was inspired by his love for the works of Albert Camus (French writer, 1913-1960), Jorge Luis Borges (Argentinian writer, 1899-1986) and Franz Kafka (Czech-born writer, 1883-1924).

			Pamuk’s literary career began in the 1970s, although his work did not gain widespread recognition until the publication of his novel The White Castle in 1982. Even so, Pamuk’s reputation as a significant figure in the literary world was only truly cemented when My Name is Red was published in 1998.

			Pamuk is far from a reclusive figure: his political comments have often landed him in the media spotlight, and he has even had to move to the United States on a number of occasions after receiving death threats. However, this time in the United States gave his literary career a boost, as his time in exile allowed him to devote himself to his craft without interruption. The most significant political statement he made was in an interview with the Swiss newspaper Tages-Anzeiger: “thirty thousand Kurds and a million Armenians were killed in these lands and nobody but me dares to talk about it”.

			Pamuk was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2006 in recognition of his distinguished literary career, which attempts to bridge the gap between Eastern and Western cultures and explores the various faces of the city of Istanbul. Although his family and social circle are from the more westernised quarters of the city, Pamuk describes himself as a Cultural Muslim, meaning that he identifies with the traditions associated with Islam without adhering to the precepts of the religion or believing in God.

		


		
			My Name is Red

			An intricate mosaic of life, death and art in 16th-century Istanbul

			
					Genre: historical novel/crime novel

					Reference edition: Pamuk, O. (2002) My Name is Red. Trans. Göknar, E. London: Faber and Faber.

					1st edition: 1998

					Themes: representation in art, authorship, East vs. West, religion

			

			My Name is Red is a sprawling, richly detailed novel which cemented Pamuk’s position as one of the leading figures in modern Turkish literature. It is told from the perspective of multiple characters who address and challenge the reader directly, and tells the story of a highly unusual crime. During the reign of Sultan Murad III in the late 16th century, a group of artists are commissioned to illustrate a text which is intended to leave the Western rulers of the era dazzled by the Sultan’s splendour and the talent of the artists in his service. The artists are ordered to paint the illustrations in the Western style, meaning that they should be realistic and use perspective, so that a person viewing them could almost think that they were simply looking through a window.

			However, one of the illustrators, whose identity is initially concealed from the reader, is against this project. He believes that this style of painting violates the precepts of Islam because it does not depict the world the same way God sees it. He then murders one of his fellow illustrators, setting off a chain of unexpected events and giving rise to a number of questions for the reader to ponder, ranging from the mystery of who killed Elegant Effendi to more philosophical debates over which style of painting is most appropriate and most beautiful.

		


		
			Summary

			A murder with no culprit

			The first chapter of the novel drops the reader right into the thick of the action, as it is narrated by a character who has just been killed. Master Elegant Effendi, one of the miniaturists employed in the Sultan’s workshop, has been murdered for his role in one of the workshop’s projects. The project in question is a secret book which is to be illustrated with miniatures painted in the Western style in order to convince the kings of Europe of the Sultan’s splendour. These illustrations, which depict a range of subjects including death, landscapes and the Sultan himself, are to be realistic and use perspective, unlike the styles used by the great Eastern Masters of the past, whose paintings attempted to depict the world in the same way God sees it. Their art therefore focused on creating rich geometric detail which was in perfect compliance with Islamic beliefs. The conservative religious leader Nusret Hoja is against this new project, and condemns both it and the illustrators’ habit of meeting in a café to chat, paint and listen to stories told by an old man who dresses up as a woman.

			Islamic art

			The artistic representation of humans, animals, or any other kind of living creature is heavily frowned upon by most Islamic authorities, and is expressly forbidden by certain sects. The depiction of God, or of prophets such as Noah, Moses, Joseph, Jesus or Muhammad, is particularly taboo, as it is believed that it could lead to idolatry (the worship of images), which is proscribed. This is one of the central themes of My Name is Red: for example, if an extremely realistic portrait of the Sultan is painted, people could then begin to worship that portrait as though it were a god. However, there are a number of variations on and exceptions to this strict rule: for example, it is forbidden to create paintings featuring human figures which are designed to be hung on a wall, but many religious and historical texts are illustrated with beautiful miniatures featuring human figures. This is a particularly long-standing tradition within Persian art.
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				Ascension of Muhammad, c. 1539-1543. Attributed to Sultan Muhammad (Persian painter, 16th century).

			Red is the new black

			This is an unusual novel in which a veritable chorus of narrators vie for the reader’s attention, but one voice rises above the rest. Black is the de facto protagonist of the novel, and is an illustrator and secretary. He mentions that he is not from Turkey, but from a war-torn foreign country that he has fled. At the start of the novel, Black goes to visit his uncle, whom everyone refers to as “Enishte” (the Turkish word for “uncle”). Enishte is in charge of the Sultan’s secret project, and tells Black all about his ideas for it.

			Elegant Effendi has already been found murdered, which worries Enishte, as he knows that more murders are likely to follow the first and that this will jeopardise his book. He wants Black to create one last illustration for the project: a miniature which will be more beautiful and defiant than any of the others. Enishte has travelled to Venice and a number of other European cities, and is fascinated by the perspective, naturalism and objectivity of Western art. This is one of the reasons why he is determined to see the book through to completion – the other reason being his desire to make his mark on history.

			Meanwhile, they are being watched by Shekure, Enishte’s daughter. Black has been in love with her since they were 12 years old, and he realises that she is watching them from the other side of the wall. From this moment on, they start sending each other messages through Esther, a Jewish peddler. However, Black does not know that all of his letters are also being read by Hasan, Shekure’s brother-in-law. Shekure’s husband went to fight in a war and has not returned, so Hasan – who has also fallen deeply in love with Shekure – feels responsible for her and her sons, Orhan and Shevket. Black asks Enishte’s permission to marry Shekure, but he refuses, so Black is forced to go into exile.

			Up to this point in the novel, Black and Shekure never come face to face; they are only able to communicate through walls, veils, intermediaries and darkness.

			A family affair

			The character of Orhan shares the same name as the author of the novel. Furthermore, the character’s mother Shekure is named after the author’s mother, and Shevket is the name of the author’s older brother, who is a renowned historian who specialises in the economic history of the Ottoman Empire, the Balkan states and the Middle East.
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				Illustrations from The Book of Felicity, commissioned by Sultan Murad III and overseen by master painter Nakkaş Osman (the inspiration for the character of Master Osman in My Name is Red).

			The murders continue

			Enishte is murdered, and does not get the chance to tell the reader who the murderer is before he dies. The killer steals the book’s final illustration, which is the most exquisite of all. Meanwhile, Black and Shekure meet in an abandoned house, where they share a kiss. However, Shekure feels uncertain, as she thinks that Black is too forward, and she does not know whether or not her children would accept such a melancholy man as their stepfather.

			The novel then introduces the three most talented illustrators in the workshop, one of whom is the killer: Olive, Butterfly and Stork. They each narrate a number of chapters in the novel, and tell stories based on the secret illustrations they have created in the new style. This is when the reader realises that the killer stole the final illustration, and that this illustration will act as a clue that will allow them to be identified. Certain chapters are also from the murderer’s point of view:

			“They threw cold, muddy earth onto the battered and disfigured corpse of ill-fated Elegant Effendi and I wept more than any of them. I shouted, “I want to die with him!” and “Let me share his grave!” and they held me by the waist so I wouldn’t fall in. I gasped for air and they pressed their palms to my forehead, drawing my head back so I might breathe.” (p. 117)

			A grieving, uncertain Shekure tells Black that she will marry him on the condition that he looks after her and that he solves the mystery. They cover up the fact that Enishte was murdered and put the word out that he is seriously ill. They also bribe a judge to declare that Shekure’s husband was killed in the war, which enables them to get married.

			However, Shekure begins acting coldly towards her new husband, and sleeps beside her two children every night. Black is disappointed, but throws himself into searching for the killer.

			A masterclass

			Black meets with the conservative Master Osman, who seems committed to finding the killer even though he does not support the book. The only clue the two artists have found is an illustration that the killer dropped at the scene of the crime which depicts a horse with enormous nostrils. This is the clue that puts Black and Master Osman on the killer’s trail.

			They are granted access to the Royal Treasury – under extremely close supervision from a dwarf and a number of guards – so that they can study the classic books stored there in order to solve the mystery. According to Master Osman, they should be able to find a drawing which bears some resemblance to the picture of the horse with the enormous nostrils. If they can use these books to trace the origins of the illustration and then find a link between those origins and the artistic traditions that one of their suspects has drawn on in their work, they will be able to identify the murderer. They spend several days rifling through the archive’s contents, and discuss whether the large nostrils are likely to be a distinctive characteristic of a particular painter’s work, or if they were just an error caused by a lapse in concentration. They eventually reach the conclusion that these two possibilities are not mutually exclusive.

			Master Osman is so moved by the illustrations – which are some of the most important in the history of Islamic art – that he decides to blind himself, as all master artists are expected to go blind after they have completed their most important works; he even uses the same needles that a famous Persian master used to blind himself. Black manages to remove the needles from the room. Before they leave the Treasury, Black and Master Osman come to the conclusion that it was Olive who painted the horse, because when he was younger he studied with Persian masters who painted horses in the same style. However, Black is certain that Olive is not the killer, and Master Osman is convinced that the killer is Stork because he is the most avaricious of the three miniaturists. Black gradually comes to the conclusion that Master Osman is the mastermind behind the killings, and that his goal is to turn the illustrators against each other.

			The final confrontation

			Black returns home alone, only to find that his wife is not there. Esther tells him that she is at Hasan’s house, because it has been announced that her first husband is returning home from the war. Black recruits a group of men and goes to confront Hasan. An argument ensues, and Shekure seems unsure whether she should stay with her brother-in-law and father-in-law or return with Black. Eventually, he and the men he has recruited attempt to break the doors down, and Shekure decides to go with him.

			As they are returning home, they manage to elude Hasan’s men and the city Janissaries (infantry soldiers who maintain order), and they discover that the café the illustrators frequent has been attacked by Nusret Hoja’s disciples. Meanwhile, Esther, Shekure and her children are escorted home.

			Afterwards, Black goes to confront each of his suspects one by one. He rules out Stork and Butterfly, and finds Olive praying in a monastery. Olive manages to escape, but is killed by Hasan, who believes that he took part in the attack on his home that was led by Black.

			Black and Shekure finally have sex, but Black is unhappy, especially because he has been left crippled after the fight with Olive
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