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Snow - In Brief O RHAN

Long exiled from his native Turkey, Ka travels to the far-flung Anatolian city PA M l I [<
of Kars on the eve of its municipal elections to investigate the wave of female

suicides that has struck the town for an Istanbul newspaper. He arrives in a Author of My Name Is Red
blizzard of such proportions that it will cut Kars off from the outside world for
three momentous days. A coup is quite literally staged before elections can S no ‘N

take place. Ka finds himself drawn into a bitter and dangerous struggle
between the extreme Islamists, set to win the violently aborted elections, and
the secular state. Before he leaves Kars, far way from Westernised Istanbul,
and far, far away from the German city in which he lives, Ka's world will have
been turned upon its head and his heart irrevocably broken.
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In this tense thriller, punctuated by extraordinary moments of black farce,
Orhan Pamuk explores the political entanglements that bedevil modern Turkey,
not least the gulf between religious fundamentalism and secularism, and the
intolerance that characterises both sides of that debate.
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Background

their 2005 Peace Prize, Orhan Pamuk emphatically declared his belief in the
power of fiction: ‘For it is by reading novels, stories and myths that we come
to understand the ideas that govern the world in which we live; it is fiction
that gives us access to the truths kept veiled and hidden by our families, our
schools, and our society; it is the art of the novel that allows us to ask who
we really are! Snow is very much the product of that belief. It takes Western
readers to a place they may hardly recognise and confronts them with truths
that they may find unpalatable but which will help equip them to better under-

e
stand the world in which they live, humanising the demons they are so often
confronted with by a media determined to portray things in black and white. BOOK

Pamuk’s books have been hugely popular in Turkey but with that success has C L u B
come controversy, particularly with the publication of Snow, a novel which

overtly commented on contemporary Turkish politics. A passionate advocate
for Turkey's acceptance into the EU, Pamuk has pointed out that Snow was
set in the 1990s, and that Turkey is a very different country now.

In his acceptance speech to the German Book trade for honouring him with %

Pamuk’s political activism and has made him no stranger to controversy. In
1989, he was the first writer from a Muslim country to speak out in Salman
Rushdie’s defence after a fatwa on his life was issued. In 1995 he was among
a group of writers tried for criticising the Turkish regime’s treatment of the
Kurds in a book of essays. In 1998 he refused the title of ‘state artist, explain-
ing his refusal by saying that: ‘For years | have been criticising the state for
putting authors in jail, for only trying to solve the Kurdish problem by force,
and for its narrow-minded nationalism ... | don't know why they tried to give
me the prize! In September 2005, Pamuk’s outspoken political stance led to
his indictment by a district prosecutor for his comments in a Swiss newspaper
interview that: ‘Thirty thousand Kurds and one million Armenians were killed

in these lands and nobody but me dares to talk about it, a statement which
provoked uproar in Turkey. Pamuk was referring to the murder of thousands of
Armenians in 1915-17, which Turkey admits but denies is an act of genocide,
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while his reference to ‘thirty thousand’ Kurdish deaths refers to those killed since 1984 in the conflict
between Turkish forces and Kurdish separatists. Such an indictment carries a possible sentence of
between six months to three years in prison, a price that no British author will ever face for speaking
out against their government, and a price that Pamuk must have been all too well aware that he might
have to pay some day.

For Discussion ...

* Ka is described as a ‘political exile’ but the narrator says that he ‘had never been much of an activist’
(page 4). Why is he in exile? What kind of man is he and what has drawn him to Kars?

* To the outside world the wave of female suicides is presented as a protest against enforced
secularism. Does this seem to be the case? In her final performance Kadife declares ‘A woman
doesn't commit suicide because she's lost her pride; she does it to show her pride! (page 405).
What do you think she means by this?

« ‘If | were an author and Ka were a character in a book, I'd say “Snow reminds Ka of God!" (page 62).
How does Ka's attitude towards religious belief change? What brings about that change?

* Who is behind the ‘revolution’ and what are their motives?

* ‘Hande asked him to send her best to Kadife and tell her it didn't matter what she decided about
baring her head on television (no, she didn't say on stage; she said television).! (page 358)

What is the significance of the emphasis on television? How important is television in the novel?
How does it effect the lives of the characters?

* ‘If a big German newspaper gave each of you personally two lines of space, what would you say
to the West?' (page 280). What response does Turgut Bey's question elicit? What does Europe
symbolise for the novel's main characters? How does the Europeanised Ka compare himself to the
inhabitants of Kars? How do they wish to be perceived in the West?

* The Director of Education says that ‘When a woman takes off her headscarf, she occupies a more
comfortable place in society and gets more respect’ while his assassin counters with ‘Headscarves
protect women from harassment, rape and degradation’ (page 46). The wearing of the headscarf
symbolises the secular versus religious fundamentalism debate in Orhan Pamuk’s novel. Are there
parallels to be drawn between it and the decision of the President Chirac’s administration to ban
headscarves in French schools?

* ‘Well, then, eliminate the people, curtail them, force them to be silent. Because the European
Enlightenment is more important than people! To what extent do you think Dostoevsky's epigraph,
which prefaces the novel, expresses European attitudes towards Turkey?

* Many of the novel's protagonists are writers: the coup is staged by actors, Ka is a poet, his friend
Muhtar is a poet who yearns to be published and Necip aspires to be a science fiction writer. What

does the novel have to say about art and politics?

* Snow is the dominant image in the novel. What does it symbolise? What does the snowflake come
to mean to Ka?

* The narrator drops hints throughout the novel about future developments and tells his readers of
Ka's death far in advance of the event. What effect does this achieve? Who is the narrator?
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Orhan Pamuk was born in Istanbul
in 1952. He was educated at an
American school in Istanbul and
began a course in architecture
but dropped out to enrol at the
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1980s, including a stint as a visiting
fellow at the University of lowa,
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Independent Award for Foreign
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ist and freelance writer Maureen
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Freely grew up in Istanbul and has
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