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Abstract

The paper investigates the character of the red-haired woman in Orban Pamnk’s novel bearing this title, as
well as the adjacent theme of patricide and filicide that the male character Cem, who narrates most of the story, is
obsessed with. We start from the basic, most evident interpretations of the woman’s symbolism, to then look into her
as acquiring allegorical valne and expanding ber personality to reach not only archetypal value, but also to come to
represent a complex: world view. Given the dimensions that she embodies, the lens can be considered a feminist one,
along with that of identity, cultural studies, and psychoanalysis. After the introduction, we look at the red-haired
woman in the hypostasis of actress Giilcihan, depicting first the general impression that she inspires and the obvious
traits at primary levels of interpretation. Then, in section three, we reveal her complexity and the depth of the
hermeneutic surrounding her, analyzing ber place in the economy of the dichotomies presented in the story which are
mainly related to the opposition between the old and the new. Also, this part of the paper brings arguments for the
way in which she occupies the center, rather than patriarchal anthority relying on the father.
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1. Introduction

In the town of Ongdren, on the outskirts of Istanbul, on a construction
site, Cem Celik gets contracted by master Mahmut to help him fig wells for a
wealthy businessman. Only sixteen and disturbed by the intermittent prolonged
absences of a distant father, Cem finds in Mahmut a father figure who takes
him under his wing, mixing, in his behavior with the young protege, harshness
and protectiveness. He sets the habit of story-telling between them and takes the
young man to town in the breaks from their work, facilitating for the latter the
encounter — first, from afar — with the red-haired woman, who is a local beauty,
a street theater actress, and with whom Cem ends up having a one-time sexual
encounter. One day, an accident occurs as Cem drops the bucket that they use to
manually extract the waste they dig up from the pit where they are working, and
believes that he has killed his master and benefactor. Hence, he runs away both
from the site and from home, taking the train to a new life, in which he studies
hard, gets married and becomes a wealthy businessman himself in the field of
real estate. The son resulting from his romantic involvement with the red-haired
woman visits him and ends up killing him to avenge having been deserted by
his father. The denouement of the story is told at the end by the woman.
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Our analysis tries to look into the complex symbol of the red-haired
woman and femininity. It starts from the palpable, visible realities, only to
discover her as an allegory. This presupposes a look into her meaning on
various levels of interpretation, from the immediately accessible to the most
hidden ones. We show that the father-son controversial relationship is a side
aspect to the core concept of the woman and femininity. In this respect, the
analysis can be considered to have feminist overtones.

2. Actress Gulcihan — first look, first impressions

It is obvious from the beginning that sixteen-year-old Cem takes a liking
to the red-haired woman after he sees her in the city, while out to relax over a
drink at the end of the work day as a well-digger. This liking becomes more
obsessive as he starts following her to see where she lives and develops a habit
of regularly walking to her block of flats in the evening to watch her lit window
from the shadows in the street, practically stalking her.

What he remarks at the beginning is Giilcihan’s physique: tall, attractive,
with round lips, small fidgeting hands and red hair that becomes a signature
feature, a nickname and a symbolical, essential, hallmark trait transformed into
and acquiring the value of a proper name. She has some distinguishable
characteristics in her air and behavior as well, which set her apart. First, there is
a sad smile when she notices Cem’s interest, as if she had seen something
strange. Then, her eyes seem to be foraging for a memory while glancing at
him, as if she were trying to retrieve it, as if they knew one another, which Cem
describes as an expression of recognition on her face. This look is something
that we initially interpret as the feeling of familiarity or déja vu that sometimes
proverbially accompanies love at first sight or a romantic interest. We are
intentionally misled to assign this decoding to it at the beginning, as we do not
have enough information to realize that familiarity in this case is precisely
recognition in the concrete sense, as the woman has actually been Cem’s
father’s mistress some time before, in the past, and he looks a lot like his parent.
Her advanced age in comparison to Cem’s, this fact and master Mahmut’s
alleged romantic involvement with her practically provide three contexts that
create the red-haired woman as a symbolical mother, as she has paired with
Cem’s two fathers — one, his actual, biological parent, and the other a kind of
adoptive, foster one, which makes his sexual interest in her oedipal. The
woman’s look as she watches him also contains another relevant ingredient,
namely kindness and affection, which are qualities of a mother figure,
contributing to the suggestion that Cem’s interest in her resembles the tragical
one of Sophocles’ character’s in Jocasta, his own mother in the play.

The red-haired woman is a mix of contrasts. On the one hand, the
tenderness in her manner of looking is also coupled, in some contexts, with the
very opposite ingredient, i.e. irony, just as her sadness is paradoxically
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accompanied by joyfulness, which then evolves into playfulness. With this last
development, we realize that, besides being contrastive, her personality is that
of a seductress as well. The sliding glances, avoiding direct contact, which give
the impression that she is shy and soft, looking away and letting her eyes
merely brush the person only to quickly retreat, alternate with deliberate, fixed,
straightforward, attentive, purposeful, unabashed stares. This vacillation creates
a virgin and a vamp personalities in one.

At some point in the story, Cem makes the observation, looking at
himself from the outside, that the charm of her glances and the energy that he
has taken from their interactions has kept him going at work for three weeks.
This period had been a particularly difficult and demotivating one, as it had
become increasingly clear, from the signs of the earth in the pit, that the
likelihood of finding water had become almost null. In this light, her energy and
the way in which she can motivate and inspire him likens her to vitality and life
force itself.

A part of her personality is being intriguing. Her appearance helps it, as it
is a physical profile that stands out in the cultural background of Turkey. What
IS more, her air of mystery comes from her smile, which Cem notices upon
various occasions, especially once as she is watching a movie on the screen in
an open-air place; while noticing her mimicry and expression, he wonders
whether some detail in the film is the cause of her strange look or something
else that is particular to her personality.

Cem’s desire for Giilcihan as a mother figure is decoded, on a first layer
of interpretation, as an Oedipus complex that he experiences. What he feels
comprises the main elements that psychoanalysis attributes to this aspect of the
developing personality of a male child: a wish “to possess the parent of the
opposite sex”, consequently seeing the same-sex parent as a rival, along with
feeling threatened by him, which will ultimately be solved through
identification with the father (Hayes and Stratton, 2022: 249). However, there is
animosity directed at the father, which meanwhile manifests itself, mainly due
to anxiety not to be symbolically castrated by him (ibidem: 51). Cem goes
through all these states, displaying all these symptoms. He desires Gilcihan, is
jealous of Mahmut as she confesses that the master has visited her in her tent,
leaving Cem the impression that there might be something between them and
that she has the power to influence Mahmut in any way that she wants. This ill
feeling will finally determine Cem to abandon a potentially dead or wounded
Mahmut in the pit, and possibly even unconsciously cause the accident with
intent. Moreover, the story that Cem tells Mahmut, as the well-digger asks him
to change roles and be the story-teller for once, is the one in Sophocles’
tragedy, which demonstrates that his mindset is permeated by it and that this
might take a toll on his future actions. The story of Oedipus and Cem not having
integrated this complex is a first level of interpretation in the novel, along with
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the character of Gulcihan being extremely versatile and embodying the
archetype of femininity.

3. The red-haired woman — further layered interpretations

In order to understand what the red-haired woman stands for further, we
should have a look at some textual evidence as to the patriarchal quality of
Turkish culture and society in the eighties (and later on as well), or its
misogynistic tendencies — to be more radical in statements.

At the time of the story, in the eighties, the status of women is still
somewhat inferior to that of men, which is proven by certain facts provided in the
novel and stated by the narrator. In order not to impact negatively the authority of
the father, his symbolical identity of a power core, of the one who possesses and
enacts it, Turkish law automatically assigns paternity of a child to the woman’s
husband. According to an older law, if the woman declared that a man other than
her spouse was the baby’s father, the husband’s family could kill her, or she
would go to prison for adultery. This law did not change because people realized
it was cruel and demeaning, but only when forced by progress in medicine, once
paternity could be proven with DNA testing. A woman, however, could claim the
acknowledgment of paternity for her child from the father at two times only: one
year after birth, or for one year subsequent to the child’s eighteenth birthday. The
law favored men, covering for them in abusing women and going unpunished as
well as unburdened by accountability. All this was theoretically meant to protect
the family and avoid “shame” (my translation of the term) (Pamuk, 2021: 241).
Of course, the question remains whose shame, and the conclusions would be that
a double-standard, misogynistic society is depicted.

The reminiscences of this mindset are visible in what is considered
respectable for women and what is not. Ayse, Cem’s wife, dates the young man
for a year before they even hold hands or start kissing clumsily. Cem describes
her as conservative. There is an episode to illustrate this, as, in the advanced
stages of the relationship, when it is clear that they would get married, he takes
her to a studio, unsuccessfully trying, for two hours, to convince her to sleep
together, and she leaves the place in tears. Ayse is a bright, educated, career
young woman, which only goes to prove how deeply ingrained these old-
fashioned principles concerning women and what is acceptable and respectable
for them permeate society. As far as Giilcihan is concerned, she states herself that
being married to a younger man is a source of embarrassment. Walking in the
street at night accompanied by a man with whom she is not related is considered
inappropriate. Respectability presupposes restraint. Even her career as an actress
is deemed improper, as she is too exposed. All these points are made in the story
by either Cem or Gulcihan herself. She describes her hair as a telling sign for lack
of propriety, in the eyes of society, people believing that serious women do not
wear that color. She makes this points on various occasions, insisting on it.
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She indicates as the source of inspiration for her red hair the pre-
Raphaelite painter Daniel Gabriel Rosetti and his model, the historical
personality of artist and poetess Elizabeth Eleanor Siddal, who would later
become his wife, hence initially playing for him the role of a temptress.
Gulcihan points out that, in western culture, women with red hair are also
perceived as angry, querulous and cantankerous, fault-finding, and that, in a
women’s magazine which displays female profiles with pictures and
explanations under them, a photo of a red-head has as a note below “mysterious
and angry” (my translation from Romanian) (ibidem: 307). Hence, the woman
having this color of hair is revolutionary by definition, but in a sense that is
negatively connoted, perhaps because being revolutionary is seen as a negative
trait in itself, to which the equally negative one of a woman contradicting men
or tradition gets added, since a woman’s place is, in the eyes of this society, to
be subdued. Gilcihan goes against conservative views in a lot of ways. She
defies respectability through her actions — choosing a career that entails
exposure (physical, bodily one), marrying a younger man, getting divorced
(from Turhan) and marrying again — moreover, her former husband’s younger
brother (Turgay), becoming an adulteress with an adolescent half her age
(Cem), having had an affair with Cem’s father beforehand (Akin). Another
important aspect related to her red hair is the way in which she solves the
problem of authenticity, which Turkish people seem to be obsessed with,
according to her saying. In a conversation with a woman whose hair is
genuinely and naturally red, she presents her own red hair in a more positive
light by indicating that it is a choice, not a given, which makes it a sign of
empowerment rather than passive fate. What is more, to preserve authenticity,
she colors it with henna, instead of chemical dye. This is how she resolves the
matter of the need for authenticity, describing her red hair in a new way that
turns expectations around and actually manages to make it superior somehow to
the genuine one. The red hair is made to stand for impropriety when Gilcihan
mentions the way in which her husband Turgay associates it with betrayal in
love, with Gulcihan having been the wife of his elder brother and of her
trespasses in that wedlock. Her signature, the red hair, stands for a wild,
untamed and subversive nature overall.

Still related to both the patriarchal Turkish society and Giilcihan’s refusal
to conform to it, we can add to the picture her comments on Turkish men. She
describes them as lacking common sense, as rude and swearing a lot — the kind
of cursing that involves women-mothers, with sexual connotations, so the most
misogynistic of all curses. She also implies men’s instinctuality, their brutal and
coarse nature, visible in their vulgar and rough manifestations as she performs
on stage, when they shout at her from the audience to remove her clothes. Still,
their simple-mindedness and animal nature take over while watching her on
stage in a play with oedipal overtones whose topic is patricide or filicide, as
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they see her as both an object of sexual desire and as their mother in one,
simultaneously. Reducing them to this condition, of this kind of viewer,
empowers Giilcihan, who embodies in those moments their everything, their
whole reality, fulfilling all their needs synchronically, which is the ultimate
power over them. While wailing for the lost son, Gilcihan becomes the center
of the world — as she puts it, “the meaning of the world rests on mothers’ wails”
(my translation from Romanian) (ibidem: 319-320). In the culmination of her
acting, she becomes an axis mundi, the essence which makes the world exist, a
core, the glue keeping it together.

All these arguments transform Gulcihan not only as a revolutionary
woman, one that goes against tradition and patriarchal values, embodying
progressive, perhaps leftist ones, a feminist, but also the very center of the
world, the most volatile and versatile of essences.

Let us see what this status of the red-haired woman represents in the
economy of the canons of interpretation of reality, whether and how it is relevant
in this context, and what kind of connotations it gets enriched with. The story
deals quite a lot, implicitly, with the relationship between tradition and modernity.
Tradition could be roughly defined in the novel, as some of the characters do, as
right values, of fundamentalism, nationalism, being religious in the traditional
sense, whereas leftist values point to more flexible approaches of envisaging
reality and, ultimately, towards change. Enver presents this polarity between left
and right as a “modernist-bigot” one (ibidem: 380). The background of the
eighties in the story, characterized by military rule following fragmentariness and
violent social outbreaks (1980 Turkish coup d'état, n.d., Wikipedia,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1980_Turkish_coup_d%27%C3%A0%tat), is relevant
to mark a strong identity crisis which makes the issues of a unitary world view or
truth all the more challenging to find.

There are some clear indications in the novel that the man/father stands
for tradition. Cem’s adult son compares the modern man, who is lost in the city
jungle, to being fatherless, an orphan (Pamuk, 2021: 380), and, still according
to Enver, when one lacks a father, one does not understand that the world has
limits and a center, and ends up struggling to find a meaning, subsequent to
being able to do anything one wants and realizing that one does not know what
to do anymore, so individuals reach a point where they look for someone to tell
them “no” (ibidem: 270). In other words, the father is the center, the axis mundi,
the Logos and meaning, as well as the limit, defining what should and should
not be done, so what is right and wrong, functioning as guidance. Hence, the
father is much like divinity in all these respects. It becomes logical that killing
the father would entail, in the traditionalist’s perspective, a loss of values,
confusion, going adrift and losing reference points. However, Enver also refers
to the other side of a father besides the protective one: his authority can crush
the child’s personality with his affection and force (ibidem: 382), which implies
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that he stands in the way of progress and evolution. The allegory of the
patricide is the struggle to evolve, to advance and improve. An occidental
individual is not a subdued son (ibidem: 384), he revolts against the father.
Going against the father is going against tradition, but, as Cem notices, it is
fashionable in Europe, not in Turkey (ibidem: 385), which automatically places
Turkey in the scope of traditionalistic countries.

Young Cem wants to become a writer — i.e. a teller of history/he-story, a
Hermes of times. The way he gives up this dream to plunge into the study of a
more prosaic area, namely geology, engineering and constructions, which is in
fact what his surrogate father Mahmut taught him, only goes to show that Cem
leads his life under the invisible but ever-present hand of the past, feeling indebted
to it and haunted by it in equal measure. The study of rocks metaphorically stands
for an interest in continuity and history. Cem’s preoccupations are both a tribute to
and a sign of trauma for the role model Mahmut. The protagonist both emulates or
embodies his so-called father, and feels oppressed by him, as he has discarded his
own dreams, changing into a successor for Mahmut. On a deeper level of
interpretation, Cem has allowed himself to live under the imperialistic authority of
tradition, represented by the father, taking up a conservative, serious career, as
opposed to the bohemian, modern one of a writer. His decision equates a look into
the past rather than one into the future, into the concrete and material rather than
imagination and possibility.

However, both interest in geology and writing are ambivalent symbolical
actions. In both, there is the investigative ingredient that represents a search into
what already is, so into the past and a chain of causality that has led to the present
state of things. Alex Preston duly brings into a discussion on Pamuk’s metaphors
Heraclitus’ view of the truth lying “at the bottom of a well” (Preston, 2017). In
this respect, the movement is backwards. Also, nevertheless, the very idea of
development through constructions, and the metaphor of building relate to a
symbolical eye on the future, on what follows. They are creative acts by definition
as well, which entail newness. This side note mentioned, we still can envisage the
involvement in rock engineering as symbolizing tradition, for the reasons
enumerated above, and writing as departing from it, and thus symbolizing
modernity, due to the wider context of the novel and of the character Cem.

Writing presupposes interpretation, unavoidably, so putting all the
information into a new context, and perhaps giving a verdict based on all the
facts, which makes it a subversive act, because it implies that everything that
has already been said could suffer improvement, that there is the need for
something else to be said, to perfect further the existing material. Hence,
writing stands, in Pamuk’s novel as well, for innovation, for freshness. The
paradox that we come to is that without understanding first the past, one cannot
move away from it, and then move on, as long as there are hidden aspects or
elements not put into order, classified, internalized harmoniously left behind.
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The truth of what is and has been is necessary for progress, for development,
for evolution. In translation, there is no modernity without tradition, the former
entails the thorough comprehension of the latter, it actually depends on the
latter in this respect. Psychoanalytically as well, until one is at peace with the
past, even as that means closure, one cannot look into the future.

This love-hate relationship between, on the one hand, tradition and
modernity, and, on the other, the individual’s positioning with respect to both,
is mirrored by the obsession with two stories instead of just one — Oedipus’s
Killing of the father (i.e. the killing of tradition) and Rostam’s killing of his son
Sohrab, from the Book of Kings or Shahnameh by Persian poet Ferdowsi.
Geraldine Brooks sees the two masterpieces as illustrating the competing
mindsets of embracing change and, respectively, stifling it: Sophocles’ Oedipus
is thus “shorthand for the would-be tradition-killers of Western modernity”,
whereas the Persian epopee is about the “old-against-young, backward-looking
extremism, wielding an airless adherence to tradition against any would-be
modernizing trends” (Brooks, 2017). Just as the son wants to emerge from the
father’s authority, ending up developing animosity with the father, hating him
for his upper hand and for his authority to the point where he wants to kill the
father, the father remains present in the son and provides a background on
which the evolution needs to take place. The emergence from the influence of
the past, done with great struggles, is made by the individual only for him to
face the same fate later — to become obsolete, to be threatened by further
newness or a symbolical son in his turn, to take the place of the killed with the
implacable passage of time, in a reversal of roles. What is left for the aged, out-
of-date individual is to be killed or to fight the “son”, claiming its own survival
or accepting his doomed fate, learning to cede the place he has taken. This
dynamic is cyclical and entails learning more lessons, passing through various
stages in the process of accomplishing maturity, and acquiring progressively
more profound layers of understanding and capacity. One “kills” only to “be
killed”, symbolically. One aim is to be in both positions or roles and learn the
paradoxes involved. Another might be to reach a kind of illumination in terms
of acceptance and, if possible, sacrifice and love. Cem gets to be both the
betraying son and the exterminated father, the executioner and the victim.

A lot of the material reviewing the novel focuses on the father-son
relationship as a central theme. But the original Oedipus myth has another
component, i.e. the quest for the mother, which, we contend here, is actually the
most prominent part in Pamuk’s literary piece under analysis. The novel we are
analyzing is called The Red-Haired Woman, which makes her the focus. Also,
she is the narrative voice that closes it, actually surviving Cem, who is killed in
the end by his son Enver; this is a relevant symbol, which could point to the fact
that she is not the past, but more like an eternal, all-encompassing presence, and
as a primordial source, cause and trigger — immensely like divinity. To come



Femininity in Orban Pamnk’s The Red-Haired Woman 21

back to Cem’s murder, his decision to leave the master in the well is ultimately
the jealousy that Mahmut may have had an affair himself with the red-haired
actress on which Cem develops a crush and with whom he has intimate
relations later on. Since the woman is much older than him, in her forties, closer
to Mahmut’s age, and since he has become a father figure to Cem, this context
creates the auspices for the interpretation of the woman as a surrogate mother
for Cem, making his desire for her an Oedipal one. It is this desire that fuels his
decision to leave Mahmut die, perhaps even, unconsciously, functioning as the
cause for an induced fatal “slip”; subconsciously, it may be the case that Cem
wanted Mahmut out of the picture or dead to eliminate the male adversary to
the woman’s heart. This deeply hidden desire for the symbolical mother could
have been the one to determine Cem to make the mistake. Given the fact that he
is no longer a rookie, and he has learnt the ropes, it is strange that the accident
still takes place; had he been in his incipient stages of the apprenticeship, or
generally inattentive by personality, the slip would have made sense, but the
way it happens, it is illogical and improbable. Desire for the mother is the
incentive that brings about the killing of the father.

Everything that we have mentioned above goes to show a few
interpretations. Even though the Oedipal story may symbolize the prevalence of
modernity over tradition, it does so only apparently, because the son acts on
account of his weakness as a result of being affected by Oedipus’ complex. He is
bound by fate to commit this act, which means that this act is not emerging from
the exercise of free will, but from hybris. Therefore, his taking of action is not
actually agency in the real sense. He cannot escape either the father-son
oppressive polarity nor his weakness with respect to the mother, the fact that he
has been born out of a woman, the woman as a source. This is why Cem is an
auteur manqué, a failed author in the story, as well as in the novel, which is
finished by the red-haired woman who represents the accomplished narrator. It
traditionally writing has been presented as a specifically male activity, she
replaces and surpasses man in talent and skill in this respect, as well as in that of
representing authority. It is she who takes precedence over the son, and over any
man, as a symbol, being newness with a plus. She is not part of any polarity, but
above it, as she is the one who engenders men. Unlike traditional authority, she
encompasses, through her revolutionary nature and acts, as well as through her
versatility, the other end of the spectrum of reality, being both the origin/source
and the ultimate novelty. Hence, she is the one that closes the circle.

Goknar notices what other commentators on the novel have also hinted at
— that the two stories that obsess the protagonist are “generational allegories
about tradition and modernity, the East/West conflict, Islam and secularism,
and even socialism and capitalism” (Goknar, 2017). However, what Goknar
manages to do, unlike the others, is take the idea to its real and elusive endgame
interpretation, namely the true meaning of the story as an usurpation of
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patriarchalism, presenting femininity as a superior solution that manages to give
credit to both binary notions involved only to introduce a third, middle-way that
is also an upgrade, at the same time surpassing polarity and giving the sense
that it has always been there, even archetypally so, given the nature of the
Freudian context created in the novel: “Pamuk insightfully ends by including
what’s missing from both Eastern and Western accounts — a woman’s voice”,
and thus “gives authority (and authorial voice) to the woman, who usurps the
place of the father” (ibidem). This is why the woman is both origin and
newness, as the red-haired character exists as a source as well as a finish line.

4. Conclusions

Even though Cem has a tendency to depart from tradition and the
symbolical father by killing him and prospecting the career of a writer, he does
not manage to go above his condition or the polarity involved in the dichotomy
father-son. His being killed by his own offspring Enver in the end, as well as
his failure to become a writer prove it. The red-haired woman, on the other
hand, is the real, successful narrator, which Cem’s voice only prepares us for, in
the same way in which a initial version of something is the imperfect sketch
announcing the prototype, in a finis coronat opus stance. In this way, we can
read Pamuk’s story in a feminist key. Although we know the red-haired
woman’s name from an early stage in the novel, Cem continues to refer to her
as the red-haired woman, which is a clue to her being a powerful symbol rather
than a particular character.
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