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Two years before his death, my father gave me a small suitcase filled 
with his writings, manuscripts and notebooks. Assuming his usual 
joking, mocking air, he told me he wanted me to read them after he was 
gone, by which he meant after he died. "Just take a look," he said, 
appearing slightly embarrassed. "See if there's anything inside that you 
can use. Maybe after I'm gone you can make a selection and publish it." 
We were in my study, surrounded by books. My father was searching 
for a place to set down the suitcase, wandering back and forth like a 
man who wished to rid himself of a painful burden. In the end, he 
deposited it quietly in a corner. It was a shaming moment that neither of 
us ever forgot, but once it had passed and we had gone back into our 
usual roles, taking life lightly, our joking, mocking personas took over 
and we relaxed. We talked as we always did, about the trivial things of 
everyday life, and Turkey's neverending political troubles, and my 
father's mostly failed business ventures, without feeling too much 
sorrow. 

After my father left, I spent several days walking back and forth past 
the suitcase without once touching it. I was already familiar with this 
small, black, leather suitcase, and its lock, and its rounded corners. My 
father would take it with him on short trips and sometimes use it to 
carry documents to work. When I was a child, and he came home from a 
trip, I would open this little suitcase and rummage through his things, 
savouring the scent of cologne and foreign countries. The case was a 
familiar friend, a powerful reminder of my childhood, my past, but now 
I couldn't even touch it. Why? No doubt it was because of the mysterious 
weight of its contents. 

When I did touch it, I still could not bring myself to open it, but I did 
know what was inside some of those notebooks. I had seen my father 
writing things in a few of them. This was not the first time I had heard of 
the heavy load inside the suitcase. My father had a large library; in his 
youth, in the late 1940s, he had wanted to be an Istanbul poet, and had 
translated Valéry into Turkish, but he had not wanted to live the sort of 
life that came with writing poetry in a poor country with few readers. 
His father - my grandfather - had been a wealthy businessman; my 
father had led a comfortable life as a child and a young man, and he had 
no wish to endure hardship for the sake of literature, for writing. He 
loved life with all its beauties - this I understood. 
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The first thing that kept me distant from the contents of the suitcase was 
the fear that I might not like what I read. Because my father knew this, 
he had taken the precaution of acting as if he did not take its contents 
seriously. After working as a writer for 25 years, it pained me to see this. 
But I did not even want to be angry at him for failing to take literature 
seriously enough ... My real fear, the crucial thing that I did not wish to 
know or discover, was that he might be a good writer. I couldn't open 
the suitcase because I feared this. Even worse, I couldn't even admit this 
myself openly. If true and great literature emerged, I would have to 
acknowledge that inside my father there existed an entirely different 
man. This was a frightening possibility. Because even at my advanced 
age I wanted him to be only my father - not a writer. 

My father had a good library - 1,500 volumes in all - more than enough 
for a writer. By the age of 22, I had perhaps not read them all, but I was 
familiar with each book - I knew which were important, which were 
light but easy to read, which were classics, which an essential part of any 
education, which were forgettable but amusing accounts of local history, 
and which French authors my father rated very highly. Sometimes I 
would look at this library from a distance and imagine that one day, in a 
different house, I would build my own library, an even better library - 
build myself a world. 

As for my place in the world - in life, as in literature, my basic feeling 
was that I was "not in the centre". In the centre of the world, there was 
a life richer and more exciting than our own, and with all of Istanbul, all 
of Turkey, I was outside it. Today I think that I share this feeling with 
most people in the world. In the same way, there was a world literature, 
and its centre, too, was very far away from me. Actually what I had in 
mind was western, not world, literature, and we Turks were outside it. 
My father's library was evidence of this. At one end, there were 
Istanbul's books - our literature, our local world, in all its beloved detail 
- and at the other end were the books from this other, western, world, to 
which our own bore no resemblance, to which our lack of resemblance 
gave us both pain and hope. To write, to read, was like leaving one world 
to find consolation in the other world's otherness, the strange and the 
wondrous. I felt that my father had read novels to escape his life and flee 
to the west - just as I would do later. Or it seemed to me that books in 
those days were things we picked up to escape our own culture, which 
we found so lacking. It wasn't just by reading that we left our Istanbul 
lives to travel west - it was by writing, too. To fill those notebooks of his, 
my father had gone to Paris, shut himself up in his room, and then 
brought his writings back to Turkey. 
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What I feel now is the opposite of what I felt as a child and a young man: 
for me the centre of the world is Istanbul. This is not just because I have 
lived there all my life, but because, for the past 33 years, I have been 
narrating its streets, its bridges, its people, its dogs, its houses, its 
mosques, its fountains, its strange heroes, its shops, its famous 
characters, its dark spots, its days and its nights, making them part of 
me, embracing them all. A point arrived when this world I had made 
with my own hands, this world that existed only in my head, was more 
real to me than the city in which I actually lived. 

My father might also have discovered this kind of happiness during the 
years he spent writing, I thought as I gazed at the suitcase: I should not 
prejudge him. I was so grateful to him, after all: he'd never been a 
commanding, forbidding, overpowering, punishing, ordinary father, but 
one who always left me free, always showed me the utmost respect. 

It was with these hopeful thoughts that I walked over to the suitcase, 
which was still sitting where my father had left it; using all my 
willpower, I read through a few manuscripts and notebooks. What had 
he written about? I recall a few views from the windows of Parisian 
hotels, a few poems, paradoxes, analyses ... As I write I feel like someone 
who has just been in a traffic accident and is struggling to remember 
how it happened, while at the same time dreading the prospect of 
remembering too much. 

A week after he came to my office and left me his suitcase, my father 
came to pay me another visit; as always, he brought me a bar of 
chocolate (he had forgotten I was 48 years old). As always, we chatted 
and laughed about life, politics and family gossip. A moment arrived 
when his eyes went to the corner where he had left his suitcase and saw 
that I had moved it. We looked each other in the eye. There followed a 
pressing silence. I did not tell him that I had opened the case and tried to 
read its contents; instead I looked away. But he understood. Just as I 
understood that he had understood. Just as he understood that I had 
understood that he had understood. But all this understanding only went 
so far as it can go in a few seconds. Because my father was a happy, 
easygoing man who had faith in himself: he smiled at me the way he 
always did. And as he left the house, he repeated all the lovely and 
encouraging things that he always said to me, like a father. 

As always, I watched him leave, envying his happiness, his carefree and 
unflappable temperament. But I remember that, on that day, there was 
also a flash of joy inside me that made me ashamed. It was prompted by 
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the thought that maybe I wasn't as comfortable in life as he was, maybe 
I had not led as happy or footloose a life as he had, but that I had 
devoted it to writing - you've understood ... I was ashamed to be 
thinking such things at my father's expense. 

But my story has a symmetry that immediately reminded me of 
something else that day, and that brought me an even deeper sense of 
guilt. Twenty-three years before my father left me his suitcase, and four 
years after I had decided, aged 22, to become a novelist and, abandoning 
all else, shut myself up in a room, I finished my first novel, Cevdet Bey 
and Sons; with trembling hands I had given my father a typescript of the 
still unpublished novel, so that he could read it and tell me what he 
thought. This was not simply because I had confidence in his taste and 
his intellect: his opinion was very important to me because he, unlike my 
mother, had not opposed my wish to become a writer. 

At that point, my father was not with us, but far away. I waited 
impatiently for his return. When he arrived two weeks later, I ran to 
open the door. My father said nothing, but he at once threw his arms 
around me in a way that told me he had liked it very much. For a while, 
we were plunged into the sort of awkward silence that so often 
accompanies moments of great emotion. Then, when we had calmed 
down and begun to talk, he resorted to highly charged and exaggerated 
language to express his confidence in me or my first novel: he told me 
that one day I would win the Nobel prize. He said it like a Turkish 
father, giving support to his son, encouraging him by saying, "One day 
you'll become a pasha!" For years, whenever he saw me, he would 
encourage me with the same words. 

My father died in December 2002. 

This is an edited extract from Orhan Pamuk's Nobel Prize for 
Literature acceptance speech, translated from Turkish by Maureen 
Freely. © The Nobel Foundation 2006  
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