Beyond the Book

How containers determine perception

The future of publishing is the subject of an ongoing and intensifying debate.
Even the term ‘publishing’ sparks discussion of how it should be defined.
So let me start by explaining how | define ‘publishing’ in context of this article.

Brian O’Leary specified at this year’s Pub-
lishers’ Forum in Berlin that a ‘container’
is a specific form of providing content so
that it can be used. Of course, this ap-
plies not only to books but also to CDs
and reading/using content online. There is
no need to differentiate between spe-
cific types of content, be it text, graphic,
picture, animation or video. But what is
important is ensuring that these types of
content can be used successfully and -
furthermore - can be found successfully on
the global Web. These are the tasks which
have to be confronted by the people in
charge of creating, structuring, providing
and monetizing content’.

My talk at the Forum dealt with the recur-
ring question, “What is a book?” | pre-
sented several product forms all of which
had the appearance of books, although,
for various reasons, not all of them were:

Icoon?, for example, replaces text with
icons intended to facilitate communication
in a foreign country (“if you can't say it,
show it!" —yes, this is a book). However, a
notebook, at least if empty, is not a book
(yet). And | showed BELLA triste 30, a
special edition of a literary magazine?, for
which writers had been asked to think and
create something “beyond the book” - it
looked like book but definitely was not a
book.

The product forms | used in my presenta-
tion should help us think freely about the
huge variety of different forms of content
that exist or could exist. While at the
Forum | already knew that | would soon
be spending two weeks in Istanbul where
I would visit the “Museum of Innocence”,
only recently opened by Orhan Pamuk.
The building and opening of this museum
was discussed by many papers, such as the
Suddeutsche Zeitung?*, from which | will
now quote.

The article approaches the subject from
various angles, first from a meta level:
“[The museum] displays findings and
artifacts of a fictitious love and out of
these elements creates the melodrama of
its city.” Then the article switches to a nar-
rative angle: “He told a love story whose
protagonist — the upper-class Kemal — does
not manage to be equal to his love and
loses his beloved — FUsun, a poor relative.
He finds comfort in collecting things she
once touched or which are connected to
her by memories: make-up accessories,
handkerchiefs, tickets and business cards,
matchboxes, glasses etc. Just like Fisun, he
won't survive their remembered love story,
which spans the years from 1975 to 1984.”

But in the course of the article, the im-
pression is created that Orhan Pamuk’s
museum is about something completely
different and not about the novel: “’You
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see,’ he says while opening the door of a
dark red building, ‘reading a novel or look-
ing at objects in a museum are completely
different experiences. This museum is not
an illustration of the novel, and the novel
is not the museum catalog. You don't

have to read the novel to experience the
museum ...""

At the end, the article returns to the novel
and its creator, and to the creator of the
museum, Orhan Pamuk, quoting him as
follows: “"What you see here,’ he says,

‘is a mausoleum of and a monument to
individual love, whose story is told by the
exhibited objects.””

| had not read the novel, and | did not
want to start reading it prior to going to
the museum. | wanted to explore the idea
that the writer of a classic novel and win-
ner of the Nobel Prize can transform the
concept of his novel into something un-
derstandable and comprehensible without
using words. It was sure to be an interest-
ing experience to find out later whether
my impressions of and feelings about the
exhibits could be reconciled with the world
of the novel, or if the result would be dif-
fering impressions, which could perhaps
only partially be brought into harmony.

Each of the exhibits was attributed to one
of the 83 chapters of the novel, but only
using a few words or a very short text, so

"Unlike other people in publishing, especially in Germany, | have no problem using terms such as ‘industry’ or ‘commercialization’ to describe our roles and tasks. In
my opinion, insisting that publishing is not an industry but a cultural, educational or social ‘mission’ does not help dealing with the problems at hand. But looking
at product forms and how people use and are changing to use content from a neutral perspective should help finding solutions to problems without adding the

burden of ideological constraints.
2 http://www.icoon-book.com/icoon.html

3 http://www.bellatriste.de/bella.php?n=121&p=archiv

4 Pictures and a video interview: http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/gallery/2012/apr/27/orhan-pamuk-museum-innocence-pictures
http://www.sueddeutsche.de/kultur/orhan-pamuk-eroeffnet-museum-der-unschuld-dinge-und-ihre-doppelgaenger-1.1344028



these descriptions could not be regarded
as a real key to unlocking an understand-
ing of why they had been chosen and
what their function was.

As a visitor to the museum, you were com-
pletely dependent on your sensitivity and
empathy to approach the emotions gener-
ated by the exhibits. Your intellect or (any
previous) knowledge were not required.
Prior knowledge of the novel would only
have helped to recognize some of the
emotions described in the book. But clearly
more than that was intended.

This realization came to me as | was flip-
ping through the Lufthansa Magazine
5/2012 on my return flight. As luck would
have it, on page 41, | stumbled across a
short description of the Museum of Inno-
cence, which was listed next to many other
museums: “In individual display cases, the
‘Museum of Innocence’ represents the 83
chapters of the novel of the same name
written by Orhan Pamuk.”

My fresh impressions lead me to the con-
clusion that this description was wrong, as
it did not capture the idea of the museum.
But, sure, there was room for misunder-
standing. One example: The exhibit |
found most impressive was a window with
a curtain. The window was open and you
heard various sounds coming in from “out-
side”; you virtually felt “distances”. The
curtain was gently blowing in the “wind”
(created by a hidden fan). “Outside” it was
“dark”. If this is about “love”, what does
this “window"” tell me? It tells me nothing
if | want to know something, but it tells
me many stories if | can feel something.

The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
published an article on the museum on

30 April 2012.° The subheading says: “In
Orhan Pamuk’s ‘Museum of Innocence’ the
winner of the Nobel Prize arranges things
which tell the story of a man’s love for a
woman - a single, expansive, walk-in fan-
tasy.” And a caption reads: “It is about the
transience of love and joy.” Finally, the ar-
ticle, which I only managed to get hold of
after having returned home, quotes from
the novel: “A spring breeze smelling of the

sea and lime blossoms blew into the room
through the open balcony window, puffed
up the curtains and let them, as if in slow
motion, sink onto our naked, shivering
bodies.” This is what the novel says about
the moment represented in the display
case in the museum — a moment Kemal
will, of course, only much later remember
as that “’happiest moment’, which he will
chase for the rest of his life.”

The article concludes by saying, “the
‘Museum of Innocence’ will also fascinate
non-readers.” What should be added is
that, if they are prepared to engage with
it — that it is a different way of reading.
The last quote from Orhan Pamuk in this
article reads: “We want to exhibit emo-
tions, not things.” What he does not say is,
these emotions first had to be imagined by
the author in order to represent them, but
by totally different means; first in a book
of about 1,000 pages, and second in a
museum that exhibits things which reflect
‘love’ — an emotion which is both timeless
and temporary — and which visitors must
find their own individual way to relate to.

Looking for an answer to the question of
what innocence means in the name of the
book and the museum, | started reading
the novel, and today, as | am finishing this
article because the editorial deadline is
coming closer and closer, there are only
200 pages left. Many parts of the novel
are, in fact, about guilt — a great deal of
guilt created by many people and parties,
often for cultural reasons, which only very
slowly becomes smaller because of the
efforts made by the protagonists towards
each other. In the museum, however, there
is nothing which indicates guilt.

In an article celebrating the Nobel Prize
winner's 60" birthday, the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung quotes Orhan Pamuk
as follows: “Reading a novel is visual-
izing the pictures which somebody else
created with his words.” Applying this to
the museum, the quote should probably
read, perceiving exhibits is visualizing the
pictures which somebody else created by
arranging these exhibits.
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In one case, the container is a book, and
in another it is a building. What both have
in common is the ability to communicate
emotions. For me, the book couldn’t keep
up with the building.

This is the translation of a German article
written for the magazine >Dienstleistungen
fur Verlage und Buchhandel 2012«
(:Services for Publishers and Booksellers
2012¢), which, although not distributed
until October during the Frankfurt Book
Fair, had to be finished in July. For the
layout, the editors of the magazine chose
a picture of Orhan Pamuk standing next to
display case number 15, and this selection
demands an addition to the sentence, “In
the museum, however, there is nothing
which indicates guilt,” which is about
the innocence of lovers. The display case
pictured in the German version of the
article refers to the persecution in news-
papers of women accused of entering a
pre- or extra-marital relationship. The
thin black boxes covering their eyes were
hardly suited to the task of concealing the
pictured women’s identities.
This guilt — the guilt of persecuting in-
nocent lovers - is definitely reflected in the
museum, as are other examples of political
persecution. | would like to add this note
to complement the original German ver-
sion of my article.

Helmut von Berg, August 2012
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