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Snow:  Layers of Authorship

I will begin by telling you how I wrote this paper.  If you finished the novel, you know that Pamuk waits until the end to tell the reader how he wrote it – you’re already ahead.
Midway through my second reading of Snow, I realized that a conventional analysis of plot and character would not suffice; even if I had time to put it together, it wouldn’t get at the important stuff. Snow is a dense, puzzling novel, framed by an arrival and a departure by train, contained by a blizzard that isolates the town where all the action takes place, and compressed into a period of four days. There is a plot, things happen, events have consequences, there’s a beginning, middle and end, but I’m not going to walk you through more a few sketches. And Pamuk’s characters require something other than the usual assessment of fictional personality. On one level they do come alive in the world Pamuk has created, but this is also a novel of ideas, and each major character seems to have a double purpose, a second role, perhaps. I found myself asking questions as I read: what just happened? Where is he going with this? What is this digression all about? Who is the narrator, and how does he know this? Not all of my questions were answered. Pamuk’s novel is exquisitely crafted, but the effect – at least on first reading – is aleatory. It doesn’t look like a neat package, and Pamuk writes, midway through the novel, that “Ka knew very well that life was a meaningless string of random incidents.” Beware: that is just one example of a misleading statement. 

I chose to approach the novel in terms of the problems it poses to the reader, and in terms of the themes that develop as Pamuk tells the story. A first-level problem is the difficulty that even a well-informed Western reader will have with the intricacies of Turkish politics and the dynamics of the secular/Islamist debates. Ka, an exiled Turkish poet who has returned to the country for his mother’s funeral, travels to the small border city of Kars ostensibly to report on an outbreak of suicides among young women who have been forbidden to wear head scarves. The head scarf problem was not new when Pamuk wrote the novel – the dates on the last page specify August 1999 to December 2001 – and it has not been solved in the meantime.  In fact the controversy has reached a higher pitch.  

Last week, the new leader of Turkey’s ruling party – a party with Islamist roots – was announced, and it was noted that his wife wears a head scarf. While the weekend protests in Istanbul were prompted by a host of suspicions, the symbolic power of her choice was not lost on the secularists, already unhappy with the growing popularity of the Islamist party. Secularists boycotted the vote in Parliament on Friday, and today the election was annulled by a Turkish court, which ruled the election invalid because there was no quorum. The military has threatened to intervene if the Islamists prevail. The head scarf controversy is not limited to Turkey: Western European countries are plagued with social and cultural problems related to the influx of immigrants from Muslim countries, some of them former colonies. In the United States we have our own immigration dilemmas. In time, the social, cultural and economic troubles land in the political arena.

Pamuk calls Snow his “first and last political novel,”  and while most of the action is related to national politics and political violence, Pamuk takes the reader far beyond politics per se. Ka’s point of view is that of a native who has been out of his country for twelve years; his years in Frankfurt and his familiarity with Western culture make him vulnerable to the suspicions of the residents of Kars, particularly the Islamists.  In his role as a journalist he is a receiver, for the most part, of local opinions. He meets people, he observes and converses, but he is fairly passive. He absorbs and reflects, he asks questions, but until the end of the story he does not involve himself as a participant, and at that point his motive is personal, not political. 

He is most animated and active when he is pursuing the beautiful Ipek, a former university classmate who is now divorced from her husband. The progress of his romance, or courtship, runs in and around the political strands of the story, and ultimately we learn that Ipek was for a time the lover of an Islamist leader named Blue, who is her sister Kadife’s lover at the time the story takes place. At the end of the novel Blue is assassinated; the reader does not know if in fact Ka informed Blue’s enemies in an act of jealously. (The plot is a tangled web. I apologize to those of you who were hoping for an explanation – it would take a few more readings and several more weeks to write that paper.)

Ka’s love affair waxes and wanes in the space of four days. Its improbable intensity, and Ka’s unrealistic hope that he can convince Ipek to return with him to Frankfurt, gave rise to one of my “what is going on here?” questions. Three things happen to Ka while he is in Kars: he learns what he can, or what people tell him, about the head scarf-suicide-Islamist issue, he conducts a high-speed love affair, and he writes poems. For four years prior to arriving in Kars Ka had been unable to write poems at all, and like Pamuk himself, being unable to write is pure hell. The poems come to him, inspiring him – in the original spiritual sense of the word – at odd moments, when he will stop, sit down and write. He doesn’t compose, he doesn’t rework the poems – they just come to him. 

Pamuk describes a novel as “a basket that carries inside it a dreamworld we wish to keep forever alive, and forever ready.” He writes that he “most long[s] for the sort of spiritual inspiration I described in my novel Snow. It is not dissimilar to the sort of inspiration Coleridge described in his poem ‘Kubla Khan.’ ” Pamuk puts a direct reference to Kubla Khan in Chapter 16, when Ka is inspired to record the young Necip’s description of a landscape, a place where God Does Not Exist. He refers to the interruption of the dream, the point when the outside world intervened and inspiration abandoned him. The problem of  authorship appears thematically in many guises throughout the novel. Ka’s experience with his received poems is one aspect. Ka also kept notebooks, presumably written in the four years between the time when the action takes place and the narrator’s present. I will return to the problem of authorship and the narrator, but now for a digression of my own, to say something about the language of the novel.

John Updike, reviewing Snow in The New Yorker of August 2004,  admires the novel but calls it “attenuated and opaque.” He finds the lovers’ exchanges enigmatic and bleak, the ideological contests bloodless. Maybe, he writes, it reads better in Turkish, although he describes Maureen Freely’s translation fluent and lucid. Any novel in translation requires special care from the reader, but some languages are easier than others. Maureen Freely grew up in Istanbul and learned Turkish as a child; she knew Orhan Pamuk as a student. She has translated three of his books and several of his essays, including the Nobel lecture. They work together on translations. Typically, Freely produces a first draft and then spends months going through the text with Pamuk, reworking sentences that failed to reflect his original intentions. Here is what she writes about the translator’s problem:

“I began by describing the chasm between English and Turkish, which had no verb to be or a verb to have and a single word for he, she, and it but made a distinction between eyewitness reports and hearsay. An agglutinative language, Turkish linked root nouns to long strings of suffixes, thus dispensing with definite and indefinite articles and freestanding prepositions. Its love affair with the passive voice, its predilection for loosely linked verbal nouns, and its aversion to direct statements of fact meant that a fine Turkish sentence often obscured who did what. There was also…a vogue among Turkey’s leading writers for…a sentence – usually a very long sentence – in which words appeared in an order different from that ordained by custom and practice, and cascading clauses created a series of expectations that were subverted by the verb at the very end.”

Freely’s article, which appeared in a special section on Orhan Pamuk in the November 2006 issue of World Literature Today, was comforting. It allowed me to attribute some of my confusion to the cultural and linguistic chasm she refers to. After reading Snow last year, I turned to other work by Pamuk with the hope of understanding him a bit better. Like Snow, My Name is Red also deals with the split between Turkey’s modernizers (in most instances, Westernizers) and the traditionalists, but the setting is the 16th century and the flash point is not a head scarf but a style of painting as practiced by the Sultan’s miniaturists. Istanbul is a memoir – an architectural and landscape chronicle of the city as well as a personal memoir. The two cannot be disentangled. As a young man Pamuk hoped to make architecture his life work; he also spent years drawing and painting, and as you will read in Istanbul, he has spent a good part of his life walking around the city.  His interest in the visual arts, architecture and landscape and his minute acquaintance with the city he considers the center of his world is discernible in the attention he pays to the details of place. Some of the action in Snow may be difficult to follow or to comprehend, but the reader is always firmly situated in a  place. You may not be able to make sense of what just happened but you can imagine yourself in the room with Ka, or on the street. Throughout the novel, we continue to find descriptions of snow, what it does to the appearance of the city, and how Ka sees it, thinks of it, admires its beauty. 

One of the first questions I asked myself was “why snow?”  Why is the novel so titled, and what does the snow mean? Four hundred pages later my questions were answered, but along the way I decided that the snow, aside from its plot function – to isolate the city – represented the natural world impinging on the built world that interested Pamuk the aspiring artist and chronicler of Turkey’s architectural legacy. The snow literally blanketed everything, obliterating individual differences and muffling sounds, including the sound of gunshots. The snow made everything look the same; while it lasted, it gave the warring factions of Kars a common point of reference both in the banal, practical sense of making it difficult to get around and in the sense that its beauty and stillness were available to everyone. James Joyce is not one of the writers cited among Pamuk’s favorites, but I was reminded of the passage at the end of Joyce’s story “The Dead,” where the snow is “general all over Ireland,” and Gabriel looks through the window at “the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their last end, upon all the living and the dead.”

Snow in the aggregate has meaning; the individual snowflake is also significant.  The narrator finds encyclopedia entries for snow in Ka’s diaries. He recorded facts about the meteorological conditions necessary for snow formation, and the physical characteristics of a single snow crystal. On page 261 we find a schematic drawing of a snowflake, reproduced from Ka’s notebooks, on which he has plotted his collection of Kars poems. He situates the poem titled “I, Ka” at the center of the 3 axes of Reason, Imagination, and Memory. The text of the poems is never found, but the friend/narrator relates Ka’s notebook entry regarding the uniqueness of each snowflake:  “Ka was convinced that everyone has his own snowflake; individual existences might look identical from afar, but to understand one’s own eternally mysterious uniqueness one had only to plot the mysteries of his or her own snowflake.” Yet his snowflake was plotted with titles that were not shaped by him but by “mysterious external forces.” They came to him, as inspirations, and some of them recorded words or descriptions he heard from another person, like Necip and his landscape. No one, not even the narrator/author, has read the poems. They are Ka’s soul, and they died with him when he was shot on the street in Frankfurt.

More themes:

Theater: Politics as theater, theater as politics. Journalism tossed in, when Serdar Bey prints his edition of the Border City Gazette, reporting that the poet Ka recited his poem “Snow” on the stage of the National Theater, setting the story in print the night before it was supposed to have happened, when Ka has neither written a poem nor agreed to appear on stage. Serdar Bey admits that “there are those who 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.”  The journalism story appears in comic and serious guises: comical when Serdar Bey proudly refers to making real things happen, serious when, at the end of the novel, the revolutionary/actor /producer Sunay Zaim writes an account of his own death on stage, which Kadife will carry out as part of her scripted performance. 

Theatrical performances have real consequences. In the first case, the absurdist, farcical variety show that includes Ka’s reading of his poem, “The Place Where God Does Not Exist,” ends with gunshot and random murder, as the secularists, presumably, fire into the audience. The young Necip, who has sought out Ka, is killed. At the end of the novel Sunay Zaim, the actor, producer, and revolutionary writes his own murder into a script that involves a head-baring performance by Kadife. There is a lot of negotiating back and forth, but the ultimate event is an actual murder that had been billed as a fake. Sunay shows the audience an empty clip, or so it seems. Kadife, after firing multiple rounds of “blanks” into the face of the man who convinced her to bare her head on stage, turns to the audience and says “I guess I killed him.” Both performances are televised live; all of Kars can tune in to watch, and they do. 

Who is the narrator? In the opening pages, the narrator identifies himself as an old friend of Ka the poet, and “I begin this story knowing everything that will happen to him during his time in Kars.” Everything: the word calls authorship into question. In the course of the novel we will read, in minute detail, “everything” about Ka’s four days in Kars. The credibility of the author/narrator’s voice breaks down under the weight of this detail. At some point the reader will look up and ask who this narrator is, and where did all this information come from?

It is a trick of authorship and a story within a story within a story. We are told that Ka’s notes are the primary source. Ka returned to Frankfurt alone, because Ipek changed her mind at the last minute and decided to stay in Kars. Ka wrote volumes of letters to her, and never sent them. He worked on his notebooks. The narrator, the friend, has constructed the novel from the raw materials of friendship, personal notebooks left by Ka, and interviews with people who knew Ka – interviews conducted four years after the events described.

Just as Ka “received” his poems, the narrator presents himself as a reporter of received information. Working from the notebooks, he reports Ka’s activities in Kars and, from time to time, tells us what will happen in the future – to Necip, who will be shot in 56 minutes, to Ka himself, and so on. By the end of the novel, when the narrator has stepped out of the shadows and has revealed himself in ways that identify him with Orhan Pamuk – the name Orhan, titles of his novels both in progress and already published – the narrator/author has taken complete possession of the narrative. Up until then the story is very much Ka’s own story, but it is salted with disconcerting bits of information that could only be known after the fact. It is as if the author, like a puppet master pulling strings, forgets to remain hidden, or grows impatient and reveals too much too soon. 

He reveals his technique, or so it seems: he describes his frustration in Frankfurt, rummaging through his dead friend’s belongings, looking for the green notebook with the poems in it, a notebook he never finds. He tells us at which point he decided he had to write the story from Ipek’s point of view – but does he? He reports his conversations with the people of Kars, who come forward to tell him bits and pieces of the story, or to set a record straight, or to add or delete. Fazil, Necip’s friend and now Kadife’s husband, requests that the author tell his readers not to believe what he’s written about him. When the narrator replies that nobody reads novels that way, Fazil replies oh yes they do!  The reader is reminded of the inspector who would not investigate Kadife’s actions on stage, the circumstances of Sunay’s actual death, because that would confuse art with reality. Exactly.

AOrhan Pamuk leaves much to our imaginations, and many questions unanswered, but on this point he is clear – yes we must confuse, or conflate, or construe art as reality, reality as art. 

