The Mystery of My Name is Red:
A Reader’s Guide in the Form of a Detective’s Investigation.

By Steve Niva, TESC Faculty
This is a difficult, dense and highly rewarding book. In other words, it flies in the face of our visual, instant message, instant gratification culture. In short, it is art. To read it as it is meant to be read requires some serious time and effort. You need to find a space of focus and thought and you need to go back and forward to piece it together.
The following workshop-style reading guide should help you get a handle on the themes of the book, and save you some time plowing through every word and page. You don’t need to do this. Go through the following questions and you should come away from this book with a good sense of what it is trying to do. These questions will form the basis for a presentation next week that you will conduct in small groups.

In order to solve the mystery of My Name is Red (MNR) answer the following questions: 

1. Who is Orhan? 

Clue: Find out what you can about Orhan Pamuk, the author, who just won the Nobel prize for literature. What books has he written? What are his main themes? Why is he controversial? Why did he write MNR?

Clue: Who is Orhan in the novel MNR? Read a few paragraphs from the chapter “I am Orhan” and see if you can figure out his role in the novel. Then read the last paragraph of the novel at the end. 

Clue: What do you think is the relationship between Orhan in MNR and Orhan Pamuk the novelist? 

2. When and where does MNR take place? 

Clue: The absolute answer about when is in the chronology at the end of the book. Read carefully. 
Clue: Once you’ve figured out when absolutely, figure out when relatively. Find out more about the Sultan, the relationship between the Ottoman Empire and Europe (who was more powerful? What cultural influences existed between them? Was the power relationship changing?) what other powers existed in that region at the time?

Clue: What was the founder of modern Turkey, Kemal Attaturk’s, attitude towards the Ottoman Empire? How did modern Turkey seek to solve the problem of dealing with European culture? 

Clue: Where in Istanbul the novel is set? What are key landscape landmarks? 

3. What is the central “crime” we are supposed to solve in MNR? 

Clue: Read out loud the first chapter “I am a corpse”. 
Clue: Read the first chapter again but insert “Ottoman/Islamic culture and painting” whenever the “corpse” names himself or used “I”. 

Clue: What does the “corpse” warn the reader about his murderer (bottom, page 5)? 
Clue: So what is the real “crime” we are supposed to figure out in MNR? 

4. What are the main differences between Islamic artistic traditions and post-Renaissance European artistic traditions (referred to as Frankish or Venetian)? 

Clue: look up differences in book or web. What are difference views about representation, illustration, figuration, images and so on?

Clue: look up examples of Ottoman miniature paintings and also at Persian miniature paintings. How do these exemplify differences between Islamic and European art?

Clue: find discussions in the novel about this topic (eg. Read Chapter 5; but many other discussions) 
Clue: What was the artistic style that was supposed to be followed in the Sultan’s Book of Festivities that all these artists were drawing and why was it so controversial? For help, see pp 109-110 among other places.

Clue: Was this novel MNR created to resemble more of an Islamic miniature or a European portrait? (look at how it was created out of its chapters and the way it was written)

5. What is the thesis of MNR? 

Clues (theses taken from different book reviews) : 
#1. The Ottoman period is, for most Europeans and Americans-and many Turks as well-a poorly understood time, much colored by European stereotypes of mustachioed janissaries pillaging in the name of Islam, despotic Sultans, the opulent licentiousness of the harem and so on. Pamuk’s MY NAME IS RED shows us Ottoman society from the inside out, and it is mostly recognizable and familiar: people go to work, fall in love, socialize, steal and rule and are ruled. We are all different, but similar.

#2. Pamuk shows the struggle between East and West in the Ottoman period not on the battlefield but in the world of Art. Ottoman society had become a “traditional” society, looking backwards to its roots and it was beginning to be pressured by a younger, more dynamic, thrusting culture in Western Europe. Pamuk treats this as a parable of the struggle between traditional and modern forms of art. Authorities try to maintain traditional values against the onslought of Western ones, while trying to allow in concepts selectively which result in a conservative backlash, but also the ultimate demise of many of the traditional values one was trying to protect. The minaturists know that their traditional form of art is doomed.

#3. Pamuk’s target is less a good murder mystery, or even deconstructing a good murder mystery-rather, it is Islam’s conception of itself vis-à-vis the West as seen through a murder mystery. Read as an allegory, MY NAME IS RED is a damning critique of the violence that fundamentalist Islam is willing to visit on itself to keep Western influence at bay. But Pamuk, like many other progressive Muslim intellectuals, belieaves that such an attiude will destroy Islam from within; like the illuminators in the novel, Pamuk wants Islamic society to borrow from the West selectively, remaining confident that its core values can weather the onslought of Western culture.

#4. Orhan Pamuk in an interview once said, “In a way, after Kemal Attaturk’s Westernizing reforms, Turkish culture was divided in two: the modern culture influenced by Europe and the Ottoman Islamic heritage. The founders of modern Turkey naively thought that a shortcut to modernity, to Europe, would be to forget about the past and they crudely suppressed Ottoman Islamic cultural history. They thought this would in itself make the country modern. But, as Freud says, what is suppressed comes back. I sometimes make a joke and say I am that which comes back. I write modern, some say postmodern, avant-garde inspired novels, which is a western form, but they carry that suppressed Ottoman culture, Islamic culture.”

Formulate a thesis for MNR. 

6. Cheat Sheet: Who is the Killer? 

Clue: Read the last few chapters, beginning with Chapter 58 “I will be called a Murderer” to find out who killed the two painters in the novel. Who was it and Why did he kill them? Does this answer the original question posed in the first Chapter? Find out who killed me?

