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Abstract 

Literary appropriation can be seen as an act of cultural remembering when considering the 

dialogues inherent in it which link the past with the present and thus fulfill the mnemonic 

function. Nobel Prize-winner Turkish author Orhan Pamuk's novel titled The Red-Haired 

Woman is a suitable case for such a cultural remembering with its connective appropriations 

of Sophocles' King Oedipus, Ferdowsi's Rostam and Sohrab (part of the Persian epic 

Shahnameh) Koranic and Biblical stories such as the binding of Isaac and Joseph’s well. 

Pamuk has skillfully used the elements of these stories to shape his novel’s theme, plot, 

character development, and temporal and spatial dynamics. In this regard, the text 

exemplifies not only the postmodern afterlives, receptions, remediations, and rewritings of 

the stories in question but also the role of creative uses of an aesthetic form, such as the novel 

in generating memorability. Therefore, the text gives reasonable answers to questions such 

as how appropriative dialogues can function as a memory act; how the forms of memory 

overlap, intersect, and connect each other in the fictional context. The present study 

investigates how we can remember the past by the agency of a novel within a framework 

based on the conceptual, theoretical, and methodological perspectives of appropriation, 

dialogism, and memory in the case of The Red-Haired Woman. 
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Öz 

Geçmişle bugünü birbirine bağlayan çeşitli diyalogları içleyen edebi temellük/kendileme, 

aynı zamanda bir kültürel hatırlama edimidir. Nobel ödüllü Türk yazar Orhan Pamuk’un 

Kırmızı Saçlı Kadın başlıklı romanı, Sofoklesin Kral Odipus’u ve Firdevsi’nin Rüstem ve 

Sührab’ının yanı sıra Kur’andan ve İncil'den temellük ettiği anlatılarla bu hatırlama biçiminin 
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en başarılı uygulamalarından biridir. Bu anlamda, metin yalnızca bahse konu anlatıların 

postmodern sonraki yaşamlarını, alımlarını, yeniden dolayımlamalarını veya yazımlarını 

değil, aynı zamanda roman gibi estetik bir formun yaratıcı kullanımlarının kültürel 

hatırlamanın edimselleştirilmesindeki rolünü de örneklemektedir. Dolayısıyla bu roman 

kurgusal bir bağlamda, temellükçü diyalogların nasıl bir bellek edimi olarak işlevselleştiğinin 

yanı sıra farklı bellek formlarının nasıl kesiştiği ve ilişkiselleştiği sorularına da cevaplar 

vermektedir. Bu makalede Kırmızı Saçlı Kadın özelinde ve temellük, dialojizm ve bellek 

çalışmalarının kavramsal, teorik ve metodolojik perspektiflerine dayanan bir çerçevede 

roman aracılığıyla geçmişin kültürel olarak nasıl hatırlanabileceği çeşitli boyutlarıyla analiz 

edilmektedir. 

Anahtar sözcükler: Postmodern kurgu, klasik alımlama, bellek, brikolaj, kültürelarasıllık. 

 

Introduction 

Cambridge Dictionary defines the concept of appropriation as ‘the act of 

taking something for your own use, usually without permission.' In the art 

world, appropriation has been considered as the direct duplication, copying, 

or incorporation of an image (painting, photograph, etc.) by another artist 

who represents it in a different context, thus completely altering its 

meaning and questioning notions of originality and authenticity (Stangos, 

1994: 19). In this context, appropriation is often quite self-conscious as 

artists borrow, in a manner often described as postmodern images from 

other artists (Young, 2008:4). Sanders (2006: 26) also argues that 

appropriation is a decisive journey away from the informing source into a 

wholly new cultural product and domain. An appropriator removes parts of 

source texts (or even the whole) from their original context and inserts 

them in a different context that dramatically reshapes their meaning 

(Corrigan, 2017: 4). Therefore, as Ricoeur (2016: 73) put it, to appropriate 

is to make what was alien become one’s own. In other words, appropriation 

is taking possession of another’s story, and filtering it, in a sense, through 

one’s own sensibility, interest, and talents (Hutcheon, 2006: 18). 

Mikhail Bakhtin first used the term appropriation to define the 

process by which we transform the utterances of others and use them for 

our own purpose in speech performances. For him (1986: 89), all our 

utterances are filled with others' words carrying with them their own 

expression, their own evaluative tone, which we assimilate, rework, and re-

accentuate. With this approach, Bakhtin both stresses that people 

appropriate not only forms, but also content such as themes, plots, styles, 

images, motifs so on, and more importantly points out the dialogical essence 
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of the appropriative act. That means that appropriation is the enabler and 

driver of dialogues and therefore occurs through the ‘ventriloquation’ 

(Bakhtin, 1981: 293) process where one voice speaks through another. 

According to Ricoeur (2016: 147) as well, appropriation takes the place of 

the answer in the dialogical situation, in the same way, that ‘revelation’ or 

‘disclosure’ takes the place of ostensive reference in the dialogical situation.  

The more detailed analysis of the types, functions, and especially 

directions of the dialogues inherent in the act of appropriation has been 

clarified by scholars of classical reception studies. To Hardwick (2003: 3), 

for example, classical reception studies focus on ways in which some 

aspects of ancient cultures are selected and used (‘appropriated’) to give 

value and status to subsequent cultures and societies and to inspire new 

creative work. One of the functions of appropriative receptions is to 

generate dialogues between the past and present partly because as Sanders 

(2006: 160) maintains, adaptation and appropriation are endlessly and 

wonderfully about seeing things come back to us in as many forms as 

possible. Martindale (2013: 169, 181) as well argues that reception is 

figured dialogically, as a two-way process of understanding, backward and 

forwards, which illuminates antiquity as much as modernity. Therefore, we 

must go to the past if we are to make new the present, which is why the past 

is as important as the present. Hardwick (2003: 4; 2020: 16) goes one step 

forward and claims that receptions not only participate in the continuous 

dialogues between the past and the present but also some lateral dialogues 

in which crossing boundaries of place or language or genre is as important 

as crossing those of time. Overall, the dialogues inherent in appropriations 

include not only diachronic interactions between past and present, but also 

a lateral interaction between spaces, languages, genres, and media.  

If multi-layered/-dimensional/directional appropriations establish 

dialogues between past and present, and memory means the contemporary 

presence of representations of the past (Ricoeur, 2000: 5); keeping the past 

present (Asmann, 2008: 98); or the interplay of present and past in socio-

cultural contexts (Erll, 2011: 101), then appropriative practices can be also 

considered as an act of remembering. One of the most obvious intersections 

between appropriation and memory is remediations. Many representations 

of memory emerge in response to earlier mediations of certain contents, 

and sometimes they may even be understood as explicit remediations. It 

means that as no mediation of memory can have an impact on memory 
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culture if it is not ‘received’ by a group of people, reception is indeed one of 

the key issues within memory studies (Plewa& Andersen & Erll, 2017: 3). 

Therefore, as Ross clearly (2018: 361) pointed out like memory studies, 

reception studies consider the historical and ideological environments in 

which cultural goods are received, but here the focus is on the act (or acts) 

of reception itself and the receivers of the work of art, concept, or collective 

idea in question. Scherer (2021: 1-3) considers the modern receptions of 

the ancient classical narratives with the concept of 'classical memories'. She 

also proposes that we look at certain adaptations of antiquity as textual 

‘memories’ by describing a form of intertextuality that is mnemonic in 

function, connotation, and/or meta-textual intent. 

1. Appropriative remembering in The Red-Haired Woman 

The Swedish Academy in the 2006 Nobel Prize for Literature described 

Orhan Pamuk as ‘who in the quest for the melancholic soul of his native city 

has discovered new symbols for the clash and interlacing of cultures’ partly 

because his main themes have revolved around different dichotomies such 

as East/West, self/other, original/copy, same/different, real/fiction, and 

past/present, on a national level these binaries acquire local sensitivities 

shaped by the experience of modernity in Turkish society (Gurses, 2012: 

41). The main source that Pamuk uses while producing representations of 

Turkish modernity which is primarily shaped by the East/West dichotomy 

is the past and memory. He reconstructs the past in his works with 

intertextuality, allegory, metafiction, parody, pastiche, bricolage, multiple 

perspectives, multiple narrative voices, appropriation, recurring motifs, 

stories, and anecdotes. Therefore, questions of identity, nostalgia, 

melancholy, the tense entanglement of past and present, and the dynamics 

of memory are his constant themes (Thasneem, 2019: 3).  

One of the recurring themes which appear in Pamuk’s works is 

father and son relations. Especially the absence of a father figure rather than 

its presence, and the impact of this absence on the son’s psyche are what 

Pamuk frequently touches upon in his works (Ersöz, 2019: 181). In his tenth 

novel titled The Red-Haired Woman, Pamuk again handles the issues of 

father-son conflict, the guilt of fathers, guilt of sons, survival, personal 

integrity, moral crises, and individual pride (Erkan, 2018: 193). While 

handling this theme, as a constructing author Pamuk took his cues from the 

ancient myths of Sophocles' King Oedipus, Ferdowsi's Rostam and Sohrab 
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(part of the Persian epic Shahnameh), Biblical stories such as the binding of 

Isaac and Joseph’s well, and various Koranic stories. He especially integrates 

Oedipus, where the son kills his father and married his mother 

unknowingly, and Rostam and Sohrab which takes place in Shahnameh 

which is the Persian national epic from the late tenth and early eleventh 

centuries, where the father unknowingly kills his son (Erkan, 2018: 193). 

Pamuk puts these two stories in the nucleus of the novel and the 

protagonist’s experiences; thereby, the protagonist not only brings a dual 

approach to the question of becoming an individual but manifests the 

inevitability of fate via myths turning into reality (Ersöz, 2019: 180).  

The Red-Haired Woman provides a proper case to reveal not only 

how artistic elements (Young, 2008: 4) such as themes, plots motifs, subject 

matters, and genres are appropriated through a postmodern fiction, but also 

the role of creative uses and the function of appropriations in generating 

memorability in practice. The text in many ways is a successful application 

of Young’s (2008: 5) understanding of appropriation that occurs across the 

boundaries of cultures. In this style of appropriation, members of one 

culture (as outsiders) like Pamuk take for their own, or for their own use, 

items produced by a member or members of another culture (insiders) and 

thus, appropriation as Ricoeur (2016: 145) suggests turns into the ‘playful’ 

transposition of the text. The first or explicit layer of this sort of 

appropriation in the novel has been accomplished mostly through editorial 

practices such as summarizing, clipping, trimming, and quoting. These kinds 

of appropriations in the text take place, especially in the story-telling 

sessions between the protagonist called Cem and his well-digger master 

Mahmut:  

My father had never told me stories or fairytales. But Master Mahmut did so 

every night, inspired by the blurry, fading image he’s seen on TV or some 

obstacle we’d overcome that day or simply an old memory…’ (Pamuk, 2017: 

34). 

Most of Master Mahmut’s stories were derived from the Koran. One, for 

instance, was about the devil who led people onto the sinful path of idolatry 

by tempting them to draw portraits so they could remember the day by 

looking at them.’ (Pamuk, 2017: 38-39). 

One evening a week after we’d started to dig, Master Mahmut told me the 

story of Joseph and his brother. I listened closely to how their father, Jacob 

had favored Joseph out of all his sons, only for the jealous brothers to trick 
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Joseph and throw him down a dark well… And then he added: “A father must 

be fair. A father who isn’t fair will blind his son.” (Pamuk, 2017: 41-42).  

If the master Mahmut meant to bring me to heel with his stories, then I must 

at least try to unsettle him with one of mine! I kept thinking of things like 

blindness and theaters. So, I began to tell him the story of Greek king 

Oedipus… (Pamuk, 2017: 45). 

Another technique used in the realization of such appropriation is 

the traveling folk theater of Gülcihan, who is one of the major characters of 

the novel. Some canonical stories have been appropriated with episodic 

depictions of performances in this theatre in the text:  

 …There was one sketch I understood for sure, and that was because I’d 

learned the story of the prophet Abraham from my father, as well as our 

lesson on the Feast of the Sacrifice at school… Abraham pleaded with God to 

give him a son…’ (Pamuk, 2017: 84). 

The image, obviously taken from an old book and reproduced to decorate this 

calendar, was of a man crying as he cradled his son. It seemed based on a 

story like the one I’d seen enacted years ago in the yellow theater tent at 

Öngören…’ (Pamuk, 2017: 143).  

Besides and beyond these kinds of appropriations, Pamuk also 

weaved the elements of the stories into the novel’s essential elements such 

as theme, plot, character creation, and development by a different style of 

appropriation which is defined by Young (2008: 6) ‘content appropriation’ 

where an artist has made significant reuse of an idea first expressed in the 

work of an artist from another culture: On a thematic level, the author builds 

a bridge between the myth of Oedipus and the epic of Rostam and Sohrab. 

The two-story underscore father-son conflict, patricide, filicide, revenge, 

regret, and fate which are also central issues in the novel. The plot of The 

Red-Haired Woman is also full of similarities with King Oedipus and Rostam 

and Sohrab stories. Appropriations even are at work in the construction and 

development of the characters. Cem, the protagonist is the abandoned son, 

abandoning father, and lover of his symbolic mother called Gülcihan. He 

almost kills a man whom he takes as a father, which is liken Oedipus’ tragic 

fate. Also, his attempts to kill his son but killed by shooting the eye from his 

son is a reminder of Rostam and Sohrab's story.   

             The other major character Gülcihan is one of appropriation of Jacosta 

just because she was first Cem's father's lover and then Cem. She also is a 

symbolic mother figure for Cem, in addition to being his lover. Moreover, 
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this character an actress played the character of Jocasta in her theatre. More 

importantly, as the sample below shows, one of the remarkable qualities of 

The Red-Haired Woman is the p/re/mediations of ancient cultural texts in 

various present garbs which is revealing the solid connection between not 

just reality and fiction, but also the past and present:  

As Cem says:  

I told Master Mahmut the story of Prince Oedipus only to upset him, but then 

somehow had ended up retracing the actions of the protagonist whose story 

I’d chosen (Pamuk, 2017: 129).  

The things Master Mahmut told me in his stories happened to me in real life 

(Pamuk, 2017: 216). 

The things you hear in old myths and folktales always end up happening in 

real life (Pamuk, 2017: 235).  

Or Gülcihan says:   

We are not responsible for what had happened, for it had all been dictated by 

myth and history (Pamuk, 2017: 246). 

Life follows myth (Pamuk, 2017: 248). 

2. The forms and relationalities of memory in The Red-Haired 

Woman 

The dialogues which are generated through appropriations in The Red-

Haired Woman exemplify the role of creative uses of an aesthetic form in 

generating memorability. Therefore, the novel allows us to problematize, 

clarify and analyze the roles and functions of various memory forms, modes, 

and cultures at the fictional level. One of the striking features of the novel is 

that the appropriated stories in question are localized by associating with 

Turkey's past social and political conjuncture and individualized by 

associating with the individual memory of the protagonist. In addition to 

canonical stories which are considered contents of cultural memory, Pamuk 

externalizes the recent past of Turkish society through characters’ 

representations of individual memory. At this point, two interconnected 

questions that have arisen are how forms of memory overlap and intersect 

and work together in fictional worlds; and how can we deconstruct and 

analyze this kind of memory complex in fictional contexts?  

Aleida Assmann's (2010; 2016) categorization of memory forms can 

be a practical starting point for identifying the layers of memory in the text. 
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According to her (2010: 40), our personal memories include much more 

than what we, as individuals, have experienced. We have our share in the 

larger and more encompassing memory of the family, the neighborhood, the 

generation, the society, the state, and the culture we live in. These 

dimensions of memory, differing in scope and range, overlap and intersect 

within the individual who shares and incorporates those memories in many 

ways. As a practical application of these analyses, The Red-Haired Woman 

can be deconstructed according to Assmann’s (2010: 40) memory 

categorization which is consist of (1) individual; (2) social; (3) political; and 

(4) cultural memory:  

The first two parts of the novel are composed of narration of Cem's 

and the last part of Gülcihan's individual memories of events that took place 

nearly 30 years ago:  

Cem: I had wanted to be a writer. But after the events I am about to describe, 

I studied engineering geology and became a building contractor. Even so, 

readers shouldn’t conclude from my telling the story now that it is over, that 

I’ve put it all behind me. The more I remember, the deeper I fall into it… 

(Pamuk, 2017: 1). 

Gulcihan: One night around thirty years ago, in the earlier half of the 1980s, 

a few members of our theater troupe were having dinner with a group of 

political activists from the provincial town where they were performing 

(Pamuk, 2017: 243). 

Cem’s and Gulcihan’s narration of the past clearly shows how our 

personal memories include much more than what we have ourselves 

experienced; how interacting, communicating, learning, identifying, and 

appropriating from different social, political, and cultural frameworks 

shapes what we remember individually and how affective aspects of 

traumatized memories shape the future. Therefore, the novel presents 

various reflections of the basic dynamics of individual memory in practice 

such as the relationships between past shared experiences and memory 

representations, the decisiveness of the moment in individual recollection, 

the functions of individual memory in shaping identity and the future, the 

role of narrative in shaping individual memories, and the relationships 

between individual memories.  

Another distinctive form of memory in the text is social memory, 

which Assmann (2016: 5) defines as the past as experienced and 



    

 

  

~ 52 ~ 

 

 
Erol Gülüm 

 

communicated (or repressed) within a given society. The most obvious form 

of social memory on the other hand in the text is family memory. The text 

focuses on how memory is constructed, communicated, accomplished, 

negotiated, and hindered in the family context:  

Cem: In 1984, we lived in a small apartment deep in Beşiktaş… My father had 

a little pharmacy called Hayat, meaning Life… Sometimes his leftist friends 

would stop by, and I would arrive to find them talking in low tones… I learned 

never to tell my mother about seeing father’s leftist friends at the shop… My 

parents’ quarrels were not all about politics… Perhaps they didn’t love each 

other… I suspected that my father was attracted to women. Sometimes my 

mother hinted openly at the existence of a mistress so that even I understood. 

My parents’ squabbles were so upsetting that I willed myself not to remember 

or think about them (Pamuk, 2017: 1-2). 

The reader can also experience how this form of social memory 

undergoes a perceptible shift after periods of around 30 years on a fictional 

level. Especially through Cem’s family, we even see how a family uses, or 

silence, retells, changes, negotiates, and legitimizes its memories:  

It was an ordinary autumn evening the last time I brought my father his 

dinner at the pharmacy… He never came home the next morning. My mother 

told me when I got back from school that afternoon, her eyes were still puffy 

from crying…’ (Pamuk, 2017: 2). 

Years ago, soldiers had first come for him the night after the military coup. 

My mother was devastated. She told me that my father was a hero, that I 

should be proud of him; and until his release, she took over the night shifts…’ 

(Pamuk, 2017: 2). 

The other dominant memory form in the novel is the political 

memory of Turkey. The 1980 coup, which is one of the essential elements of 

Turkish political memory, has a prominent place in the text. Another subset 

of political memory operating in the background of the novel is the 

ideological memory: From the leftist ideology represented through the 

protagonist's father to the nationalist ideology embodied in the 

protagonist's son or capitalism to neoliberal modernization some divisions, 

conflicts, and transformations in Turkey’s last 30 years which constitute 

Turkish ideological memory has been remembered. The deeper layer of 

political memory in the novel is hidden in the allegorical uses of the story of 

Oedipus and Sohrab. Goknar (2017) maintains that Pamuk associates 

Islamist worldview with Sohrab's story; and Western-style modernity with 
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Oedipus myth. The Oedipal myth can also be read metaphorically as a 

historical narrative of revolutionary Turkish secular modernity, or 

Kemalism, in which the younger generation sweeps away the old. Therefore, 

each story stands in for conflicting political imaginaries and maintains 

political force in the novel and the text can be read as generational allegories 

about tradition and modernity, the East/West conflict, Islamism, and 

secularism.  

In this regard, another critical issue that should be addressed is how 

all these different forms of memory can be connected or related to each 

other in a fictional context. The connectivity of memory as one of the main 

problems in the history of memory studies has been revealed by many 

pioneering studies conducted in different fields: Jan Assmann (2011) for 

example touches on the connective structure of cultural memory that 

creates linkages in the dimensions of time and the social. On the other hand, 

Aleida Assmann (2016: 2) shows dimensions/forms of memory, differing in 

scope and range, overlap and intersect within the individual who shares and 

incorporates those memories in many ways. Hoskins (2011: 22) also uses 

the term ‘connective memory’ to describe memory in a digital age. Schacter 

and Welker (2016: 2) suggest that memory connects individuals to their 

personal futures have important implications for understanding how 

memory can be used to plan, make decisions, and solve problems and how 

memory-based simulations of the future may contribute to subjective well-

being.  

Erll (2017: 6) draws various aspects of these ideas and theorizes the 

co-constructive and transformative process of memory with the term 

‘relationality’. She (2018: 283) details further the idea of ‘relationality of 

memory’ within three interrelated subcategories: First, relationality of the 

remembered describes dynamics at the basis of the very historical events 

that will later be turned into objects of cultural memory. Second, relational 

remembering refers to forms of interaction and co-construction in the 

memory process. A third dimension is mnemonic relationality, the 

relationalities that are consciously (and imaginatively) produced in 

(creative) acts of memory. ‘Mnemonic relationality’ directs our attention 

towards a structuring process: towards acts of connecting and blending, co-

constructions, and negotiations that are necessary for bringing 

heterogeneous mnemonic elements into meaningful relations with one 

another (Erll, 2017: 7). Looking at The Red-Haired Woman through the lens 
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of relationality enables us to see how memory emerges as a co-constructive 

and transformative process, one in which images and narratives about the 

past become related. Relationalities of forms and elements of memory (such 

as images and narratives of the past) in the texts are not only connected, and 

linked to each other, but in this process, all elements involved are 

transformed. This connectivity creates a kind of net that both gives new 

meaning and makes it hard to disentangle forms and elements of memory 

anymore. Based on this theoretical background and spider web metaphor, 

mnemonic relationality in the novel can be visualized as follows:  

 
Figure 1: A web-based interpretation of mnemonic relationality in The Red-Haired Woman 

(See www.vectorstock.com for the original use of background visual) 
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The last point that should be made is what kind of approach can be 

followed in the analysis of such texts. My response to this question is an 

analysis model that synthesizes the ideas of Assmann’s (2010) memory 

forms, Hardwick's (2020) multi-frame, and Rigney's (2021) multiscalar 

which can be visualized like this:    

 

Cultural Memory 

 

 

 

Political Memory 

 

 

TEXT (as agency) 

 

 

Social Memory 

 

 

 

Individual Memory 

Figure 2: An analysis model for mnemonic forms and 
relationalities in The Red-Haired Woman (See Peterson, 2017 

for the original use of background visual) 
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Conclusion 

Appropriations that are realized by utilizing elements of the past to 

contemporary cultural contexts in an active, innovative, and creative way 

that is contemporizing the past are an act of memory. Appropriations as an 

act of remembering become evident especially in the applications in literary 

fiction. Each dialogue that the reader establishes with the past through the 

agency of the authors and their works is a manifestation of the mnemonic 

function of literary appropriation. Pamuk, who is one of the most talented 

writers of appropriative remembering in postmodern fiction, built his novel 

The Red-Haired Woman with elements from the classical stories of the 

Ancient East and West. The appropriations created by the reinterpretation 

of canonical stories are consciously realized to establish direct and open 

intertextual relations. The operative mode of intertextuality in the novel is 

shaped by the relationships established between fragmentary 

appropriations. The most important feature of this complex fictional web, 

drawn by Pamuk with the creativity of a postmodern architect and weave 

with the sensitivity of a spider, is the multi-layered, dimensional, and 

directional dialogues established with past ages, geographies, civilizations, 

cultures, and traditions, and the relationships he established between them. 

As shown in detail in this article, The Red-Haired Woman is one of the 

current specimens of creative use of appropriation and aesthetic 

medium/agency that can generate memorability in multiple scales. 
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