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Abstract: 

Postmodern literary works provide space for multiple voices to enter the field of text. One 

of the features of this literature in the breaking of grand narratives and inclusion of meta 

narratives into the field of narration. The meta narratives brought into the locus of 

narration bring in different ideologies into the texture. The texts provide space for these 

ideologies to coexist, interact and contradict. Orhan Pamuk’s My Name is Red  is a 

matrix of narration woven in the form of a novel. Pamuk, in this novel, brings in the 

trauma left by the miniaturists of the transition period, who are torn between the 

religious tradition and creative modernity. Istanbul lies in two continents – Asia and 

Europe. This geography also adds weight to their dilemma. Enisthe and Osman are the 

exponents of two different ideologies of painting. The other characters also take part in 

the boisterous debate.  Thus, the novel speaks in umpteen tongues of the dilemma faced 

by the 16th century ottoman miniaturists who were tormented by religion on the one side 

and the yearning for creativity on the other side. 

Introduction 

Postmodernism celebrates the plurality and multiplicity of voices and narrations. The 

notion of a structure and structured narrative becomes problematic in the post 1940 literatures. 

Postmodern literary works provide space for multiple voices to enter the field of text. One of the 

features of this literature in the breaking of grand narratives and inclusion of meta narratives into 

the field of narration. The meta narratives brought into the locus of narration bring in different 



         Scholar Critic                                                     ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
            Vol-01, Issue-03, December 2014.                                              ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 
ideologies into the texture. The texts provide space for these ideologies to coexist, interact and 

contradict. In this context, the author repositions himself as an orchestrator of different 

ideologies into the textual space. Louis Althusser views that a literary text as an agent for the 

reproduction of ideology. He says, “It enables individuals to appropriate ideology and make 

themselves its free bearers and even its free creators” (139-40). The infiltration of different 

ideologies/voices makes the text polyphonic. Bakhtin uses the term ‘polyphony’ to describe the 

organization of different voices in a novel. A post modern novel is a texture of dialogic 

interaction of different voices and ideologies. In a polyphonic novel, characters and narrator exist 

on the same plane; the latter does not pre dominate the former, instead they enjoy equal right to 

speak. “The polyphonic novel is a democratic one, in which equality of utterance is central” 

(vice, 112). 

  Orhan Pamuk’s  My Name is Red  is a matrix of narration woven in the form of a novel. 

The extra digetic narrator distributes the task of narration among twenty narrators – Black, 

Sheruke, Enisthe, Esther, Osman, Butterfly, Stork, a corpse, a story teller in the guise of  a 

woman, one of the two Dervishes, Orhan, a Dog, a Horse, a Tiger, a Gold coin, the hue Red, 

Satan, Death, and Schizophrenic Olive (Olive the artist and Olive the murderer). The narrator 

changes after each chapter and the story is passed from one narrator to another. All these voices 

are embedded in the matrix of adult Orhan’s narration. 

 At the very outset of the novel, the reader startled by the voice of a corpse. It 

philosophizes death and says, 

I’ve died, but as you can plainly tell, I haven’t ceased to be. I haven’t encountered the 

rivers flowering beside the selves and gold kiosks of Heaven, the broad leaved trees 
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bearing plump fruit and the beautiful virgins mentioned in a glorious Koran – though I do 

very well recall how often and enthusiastically I made pictures of those wide-eyed houris 

described in the chapter “That which is coming”... (Pamuk, 4) 

Towards the middle of the novel, Enisthe Effendi also describes his experience of death. He says, 

 Death is not the end, this certain. However as it is written everywhere in books, death is 

something painful beyond comprehension... there was the place where frenzy and cruelty 

ceased, yet that place was strange and terrifying. I knew it to be that illuminated realm, 

the Land of the Dead, to which Azrael beckoned me and I was frightened.... (210-11) 

 Both these descriptions of death is based on Islamic eschatology that views Death as 

beginning of a new life, a meeting with that Allah. The former is the voice of the corpse of 

young miniaturist Elegant Effendi. The unexpected murder has left him in panic and his body 

rots in the bottom of a well waiting to get a proper funeral. The latter is the death experience of 

elderly Enisthe who is also murdered by one of his apprentices but unlike the former, his soul 

leaves the body without any revenge on the murderer. These narrations form two different voices 

of two different age group/ generation, at the face of death. Though death befalls both in the 

same manner, the experience differs and hence these two descriptions form two facets of the 

multifaceted death. 

  The language of the first narration differs from that of the second that the former 

has the motif of revenge. It says that the soul will not be at peace until the murder is avenged. 

The latter is free from all vengeance and is at calm. The soul has left the body to meet Allah. At 

the superficial level, these two narrations represent two different perceptions of death, in  the 

sense that they perceive death from two different subject positions. At the deeper level, these 
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narrations are directed at the miniaturists who are haunted by the guilt of blasphemy and fear of 

being burnt in the Hell. 

Enisthe Effendi is commissioned by Sultan Ahmet I to make a book in the European model to 

celebrate his life, reign and Empire. The book, in the perspective of Islam fundamentalism is 

blasphemous as it is to include the portrait of Sultan. According to Sufism, the appearance of 

worldly beings is not permanent and any description of worldly thing, both biotic and abiotic as 

permanent is considered equivalent to idolatry which is an unforgivable sin. Hence, Ottoman 

miniature which was a part Ottoman book art was not usually signed as they were opposed to 

individualism. Moreover, these works were not created entirely by a single artist. Instead the 

head painter designed the composition of the scene and the apprentices drew the contours with 

ink and painted them without creating an illusion of a third dimension. They did not depict 

human beings or living or nonliving things realistically. They focused on the infinite 

transcendental reality, Allah and it resulted in abstract descriptions. But towards the end of the 

16th century, there started Westernization of Ottoman culture with the introduction of Printing 

and Photography. Contemporary miniaturists consider miniature painting not as a decorative art 

but as a fine art. They worked individually and left their signature as a stamp of individuality. 

 As the major events in the novel takes place in 1591, a year before the 100th anniversary 

of Hegira, amid the turmoils of religious repression, the novel portrays the disturbing influence 

of European painters on Turkish miniaturists. Pamuk, in this novel, brings in the trauma left by 

the miniaturists of the transition period, who are torn between the religious tradition and creative 

modernity. The narration by Enisthe’s soul after his death, describes his meeting with the 

Almighty. It says to Allah 



         Scholar Critic                                                     ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
            Vol-01, Issue-03, December 2014.                                              ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 
 “Over the last twenty years of my life, I’ve been influenced by infidel illustrations that I 

saw in Venice. There was even a time when I wanted my own portrait painted in the 

method and style, but I was afraid. Instead I later had Your World, Your Subjects and 

Our Sultan, Your Shadow on Earth, depicted in the manner of infidel Franks.” 

I didn’t remember His Voice, but I recalled the answer He gave me in my thoughts.  

“East and West belong to me.” (279) 

These dialogues are intended to resolve the doubt regarding the miniature art. At one level this is 

addressed to the apprentices in order to clear their conscience of the doubt about the 

commissioned work.  

 At another level it answers the questions put forth by the murderer, to clear all his 

uncertainties regarding the nature of work undertaken by him and to absolve him from the fear of 

damnation. Further, it is addressed to the 16th century artists who are the participants of the great 

cultural debate and also the ones caught between the two ideologies. At a deeper level, it can be 

seen as the refracted intentions of the author that is being depicted through the character Enisthe 

Effendi. Pam Moris in The Bakhtin Reader views a double voiced discourse as one where an 

author takes “someone else’s direct discourse and infuse it with authorial intentions while still 

retaining the original speaker’s intention” (102). This description of meeting of the soul with 

Allah is oriented at multiple levels in multiple chronotope situations- the chronotope  of other 

characters in the novel, as well as to the 16th century historical and cultural chronotope and 

further with the chronotope of the implied author and yet again with the chronotope of the 21st 

century readers and yet more. 
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 Enisthe, who is in charge of the book commissioned by Sultan, intends to integrate the 

best elements of Eastern and Western Painting methods. He says: 

I wanted the things depicted to represent our Sultan’s entire world, just as in the painting 

of the Venetian masters. But unlike the Venetians, my work would not merely depict 

material objects but naturally the inner reaches, the joys and fears of the realm over which 

our Sultan rules. (Pamuk, 29) 

For the purpose, he employs the services of four best miniaturists in Sultan’s workshop – 

Butterfly, Stork, Olive and Elegant Effendi who were the disciples of Master Osman who shows 

utmost hatred towards Frankish methods. 

 Enisthe and Osman are the exponents of two different ideologies of painting. The radical 

Enisthe reveals his admiration to Western method of painting. He says about Venetian painters: 

... Yet their paintings are more compelling because they more clearly resemble life itself. 

They don’t paint the world as seen from the balcony of a minaret, ignoring what they call 

perspective.... I am persuaded by everything they do.... Beholding their work one comes 

to realize that the only way to how one’s face immortalised is through the Frankish Style. 

(205-206) 

 The perspective of Master Osman reveals the ideology of traditional Ottoman miniaturists. He 

says: 

To render a horse through excessive though and recollection or even more ridiculous by 

repeatedly looking at a real horse, one would have to move from head to neck and then 

neck to body...but I’m convinced that a mediocre artist must know a genuine illustration 
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isn’t drawing according to what the eye sees at any particular moment, but according to 

what the hand remembers and is accustomed. (325) 

 These words show his contempt of the Frankish methods of painting that uses individual 

perspectives in the creation of a work of art. The non conformist Enisthe Effendi and the 

traditional Master Osman are the two characters who explicitly takes part in the boisterous 

debate over the superiority of one of the two ideologies – Eastern and Western. 

 In Chapter 3, ‘ I am a Dog’, a dog pours its heart out to the audience. It says “I am a dog, 

and because you humans are less rational beasts than I, you’re telling yourselves, “Dogs don’t 

talk” ... Dogs do speak, but only to those who know how to listen.” (12). It is evident, from this 

narration, that the dog is also a participant in the controversial debate on the superiority of one of 

the ideologies. It reveals its condition both in Istanbul and in Europe. The fundamentalists see 

dog as filthy and is treated as a ‘bad omen’. (15-16). It criticizes the hypocrisy of the believers by 

pointing out how prophet Mohamed becomes on idolatry  in the practice of  Islam as the people 

blindly follows all the activities done by the prophet, as a ritual. It attacks the hollow 

fundamentalism prevalent in Istanbul. On the other hand it condemns the culture of the infidel 

Franks who consider dogs as their possession. It says “Every dog has an owner. The poor 

animals are paraded on the streets with chains around their neck ... dogs are not permitted to 

walk with one another ...” (16-17). It seems that the dog is addressing the people gathered at the 

coffee house but it is directed at every other characters in the novel and also the narratees who 

read the text from different chronotopes. 

 One of the two Dervishes takes the side of the Western ideology in the cultural debate. 

She says, “However the real secret is this: while the Frank infidel was making our picture, he 
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gazed at us so sweetly and  with such attention to detail  that we took a liking to him and enjoyed 

being depicted by him” (375). The Gold coin in the novel too boasts of its incredibility and 

perfectness of its Frankish creators. 

 The horse is also a participant in the cultural debate carried out in the text. It says “ In my 

case, as you can see, there is very little difference between my image and other pictures of 

horses” (263). The horse is a bit melancholic when it says about its lack of identity in the 

illustration. It takes the European side as it says “Still, I’m sick of being incorrectly depicted by 

miniaturists who sit around the horse like ladies and never go off to war .... Why are they afraid 

to depict this wondrous God-given and unique implement of mine?” (265). The tree, on the other 

hand, takes the Ottoman side and says “... I don’t want to be a tree; I want to be its meaning” 

(61). 

 Satan is depicted in a very friendly manner. He takes into confidence the narrates by 

stating his pitiable condition and tries to convince them of his truth when he says, 

God created man before the eyes of us angels.  He wanted us to prostrate ourselves before 

His creation.... While all the other angles bowed before man, I refused, I reminded all that 

Adam was made from mud where as I was created from fire, a superior element as all of 

you are familiar. So I didn’t bow before man. And God found my behaviour, well 

“Proud”. 

 He vindicates his act by drawing his narratees to his side. This exposition sheds doubt on 

his reliability. His line of argument further divides the mind of the miniaturists that float between 

Paradise and Hell. He talks of being belittled in Glorious Koran. He also participates in the 

debate as he criticizes the new European masters who are not satisfied by merely depicting and 
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displaying every singular detail down to the eye colour, complexion, curvy lips and forehead 

wrinkles. He says: “These artists also dare to situate their subjects in the centre of the page, as if 

man were meant to be worshipped and display these portraits like idols before which we should 

prostrate ourselves ....Wouldn’t man then effectively be usurping Allah’s place at the centre of 

the world? (352-3)”. 

 Satan’s words are highly dialogic in the sense that to the believers he seems to be 

criticizing the Frankish methods of painting as it becomes a sort of idolatry which is pronounced 

as a sin in Islam. To a true artist who believes in the miracles of art his speech seems to be 

enlightening as it articulates the merits of Western Renaissance Painting and its creativity. 

Seemingly unbiased, Satan carries out its task of temptation. 

Death itself forms one of the narratorial voices who take part in the ongoing cultural 

debate on Western Renaissance versus Ottoman painting. He talks of the regret that the 

miniaturist felt after he had painted it.  It says “... I, the picture of Death, has not been drawn with 

enough mastery. As you can see, Iam not an perfect as what the great Venitian masters or the old 

masters of Herat draw....The great master has not depicted me in a style befitting the Dignity of 

Death (155)’. It foregrounds the uniqueness of both Eastern and Western forms of painting and 

recounts the grotesqueness of the fusion of these two methods. 

Colour Red speaks in a superior tone as it boasts of its omnipresence. It is further exalted 

by Frankish painters who used red hue in different shades to make their painting lively and 

individualistic. The hue asserts the importance of both methods. 

 Sheruke reveals the identity of the extradigetic narrator and she comments on the 

reliability of narratorial voice. Orhan’s prejudices have left mark on his narration and for fear of 
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being biased he has divided the task of narration to different characters Black takes a midway in 

the debate. He glorifies neither the Eastern nor the Western methods of painting. He focuses on 

the content rather than the form. He depicts the ideology of synthesis between both forms of 

painting. He neither destroys Enisthe’s paintings (made by illuminators) nor takes interest in 

completing the book. He is not carried away by the arguments in the debate. Instead, he stands 

for an amalgamation of both the ideologies. The reluctance in completing Enisthe’s book in 

symbolic of the stance he assumes in the ongoing cultural debate. 

 The miniaturists are torn between the ideologies of Western and Eastern methods of 

painting. Istanbul lies in two continents – Asia and Europe. This geography also adds weight to 

their dilemma. The consequence of this disturbance in manifold – Elegant is panicked by the 

knowledge of the soul of book that is being painted and fall a victim to the murderer. Olive 

becomes schizophrenic. His self is torn between religion and art. His religious self prompts him 

to murder Elegant and Enisthe while his artistic self yearned for individualism and style. Other 

miniaturists are also torn between their artistic and religious selves. The residue is a guilt 

conscious generation of miniaturists vacillating between the East and West. Thus, the novel 

speaks in umpteen tongues of the dilemma faced by the 16th century ottoman miniaturists who 

were tormented by religion on the one side and the yearning for creativity on the other side. 
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