‘A TRIAL READING OF
BEHCET NECATIGIL’S POEM “OLU”
’ MehmethlpakZz

"N THE COURSE of its passage from Ottoman to Republican, Turkish poetry experienced a cul- -
tural break and underwent a change that is often described as a rejection of the cultural heritage :
"L of the past. Nonetheless, there are numerous examples in modern Turkish literature that cast
‘ doubt on the extent of actual re)ecuorll. as well as on the rejectionist attitudes of “Kemalist” and “mod-
~ *ernist” Turks toward their past culture. For example, in a number of his poems, later collected under
the title Eski § iirin Riizgariyle (On the Winds of Old Poetry),! Yahya Kemal Beyath (d. 1958) atteropted
to continue the relation between modern Turkish poetry and its past (the Ottoman poetic tradition) ‘
by preserving Ottoman poetry, with its lexical universe, its tropes, forms, and content, but was only
able to distinguish himself from the Ottoman poets in the originality of his use of Turkish. On the
* other hand, there were also a number of poets who, instead of trying to continue the traditional forms
-in' modern Turkish poetry, linked-their poetry Aconc‘veptually' to Ottoman poetry while remaining
new and modernist in form, content, and style. The most important of these poets, Behget Necatigil
(d.1979), pointed the way to the linking of modern Turkish poet_ry to the traditional when he stated:
- I consider returning to original sources as a fusion of contemporary motifs with some motifs taken
from the past. Repeating the motifs of Divan poetry with the same tired refrains cannot be Divan
poetry. You'll take a bit, and set that ancient seed to greening in new manure in a new greenhouse. I
use some Divan poetry motifs. Anyone who reads the anthologies of Divan poetry will sense this im-
mediately. Look how beautifully Necatigil has renewed Ruhi-i Baghdadl’s couplet here! These kinds

of stealings occur, if such is stealing. I don’t footnote these things saying this couplet by Ruh1 -i Bagh-
dadi inspired my poem. 'I‘hJs is just what they call “culture.”2

" What Necatigil is doing is, in a sense, “re-writing” or “writing-new.” He re-creates Ottoman poetry
" in modern structures with modern materials. While so doing, he makes use, as much as possible, of
‘motifs, words, conceits, and sounds from the Ottoman tradition. He creates a plane of intertextuality
1nc1ud1ng hxs poems and those of the now-dead poets Essentially, as T. S. Eliot once said, no poet can

I wauld like to thank Professor Walter G Andrews for his comments and suggestions on the first draft.

1 Yahya Kemal (Beyath), Eski Siirin Riizgariyla (Istanbul: Yahya Kemal Enstitiisii, 1974).

‘2 “Asli kaynaklara dénmeyi, oradan alacagimiz bazi motifleri giiniin, ¢agin motifleriyle kaynastlrmak bigiminde ahyorum
Divan giiri motiflerini aym teranelerle tekrarlamakla Divan siiri olmaz. Bir par¢a alacaksin sen, o eski tohumu yeni giibrelerle, yeni
seralarda yegerteceksin. . .. Divan siirinin bir Jasim motiflerini kullanirim. Divan siirini antolojilerde okuyan, derhal hissetmelidir
onu. Necatigil, bak burada Rathi~i Bagdadi’nin beytini ne gizel yeniletirmis! Béyle calmalarla olur, bu ¢almaksa! Ben bunun altina
katiyyen not diigmem, bana bu giirimi Rthi~i Bagdadi'nin su beyti ilham etti diye. Kiltiir dedigin bu iste” (Yetkin Dilek, “Behget
Necatigil ile Konugma,” Gergek, No. 11, May 1979). ;
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* be taken by himself. In Eliot’s words, “No poet, no artist of. an'y' art, has his complete meaning alone.
His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of hls relation to the dead poets and artists. You
cannot value him alone, you must set him, for contrast and " comparison among the dead.”?

In'attaching his poetry to the poetic tradition, Necatigil, is at the same time, personally enriching that -

cultural heritage. In the early years of the Republic, Ottoman poetry was “made invisible” as a matter .

of public policy and was thereby the object of a complete memory-loss in the social consciousness.
'~ The continuation of the tradition, which began first with Yahya Kemal Beyath was later carried on not
only by Necatigil but by such poets as A. Halet, S. Karakog, and Hilmi Yavuz and is now being repre-
sented by such young poets of the 1990s as Vural Bahadir Bayrl, Osman Hakan A., and Ali Giinvar.

When Necatigil, in the paragraph cited above, describes it as “stealing” when a modern poet alludes
to earlier poets or uses a few of their conceits, I am reminded of a couplet which Seyh Galib composed
for his Hiisn il A,sk (Beauty and Love) exactly two hundred years earlier.

Esrarini Mesnevi’den ald.tm
. Galdimsa da miri mai caldim?

3k

I took its essence from the Mesnevi'
I stole but what I stole was public property

Galib said tha't’he “stole” from Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi’s Mesnevi, which he used as a source of in-
spiration on the plane of intertextuality. In so many words, what Necatigil did consisted only of taking
poetic imagery from Ottoman poetry and using it to imagine today (or the things of today).

In an interview published in Varlik in 1960 Necatigil said the following:

Every new poem is the presentation in new forms of internal basic instincts and passions. You can
rewrite Yunus, Karacaoglan, Baki, and Nedim, but it does not follow. that you are changing their
views of the universe. What do the things you are going to squeeze in—the bus, the neon sign, the
crematorium, the Agadir earthquake—change about things that happened centuries ago? Let’s say,
for instance, that long ago Yunus put himself to harsh testing at the retreat of Taptuk in order to an-
nihilate his carnal soul; today a contemporary poet realizing that he cannot resist the entreaties of

* this world throws himself into the water off the Golden Gate Bridge. What is it that has changed?
Only the narrative form and new words. The place of the ancient Bridge of Sirat is taken by the
Golden Gate and its like. Otherwise everyone would be obliged to repeat the various basic instincts
and conditions of a person who lived centuries earlier. Of old, the candle of the Spirit’s flame could -
not be contained by lanterns, now it shines out in projectors and headlights. The literary develop-

- ment of centuries does not cross over by means of the multiplying -of technically parallel adorn-
ments and coverings. Even though this is change and development can it be considered a different
kind of perspective on the universe? That a thing is chaotic does not mean that it has completely lost
1ts core character, its essence.® ’

3 T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Indjvidual Talent,” in Criticism: The Ma]or Statements, selected and edited by Charles Kaplan, sec-
ond edition (New York: St. Martin’s, 1986), pp. 429—437.

» 4 See Walter G. Andrews, “Ottoman Lyrics: Introductory Essay,” in Ottoman Lyric Poetry: An Anthology, W. G. Andrews, Nejaat
Black, and Mehmet Kalpakly, eds. and trans. (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1997), pp. 3-14.

5 Seyh Galib, Hiisn ii Ask, Orhan Okay and Hiiseyin Ayan, eds. (Istanbul: Dergah, 1992), p. 348.

6 “Her yeni siir derinlerdeki icgiidiilerin, tutkularin yeni bicimlerde veriligidir. Yunus’u, Karacaoglan’, Baki'yi, Nedlm’ iyeniden
yazabilirsiniz, sart degildir onlarin evrene bakiglarim degistirmek. Araya sitlastiracafiniz bir otobils, bir neon, bir krimatoryum, bir
Agadir depremi neyi degistirir yiizyllar énce de var olandan? O zaman diyelim, Yunus, nefs-i emmdresini yok etmek i¢in Taptuk
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In this statement Necatigil underscores how traditional poetry will be continued or more correctly
how it will be rewritten and how this adding-on to the tradition will be done. He emphasizes that the
old, i.e.,, the old poetry, while being continued, can at the same time be new (by means of “narrative
form” and “new words™). : 3

My purpose in giving an example from Behget Necatigil's poems ‘that connect with the Ottoman
| Divan poetry tradition is to demonstrate the existing and lasting bonds between modern Turkish po- '
etry and Ottoman poetry. In a poem entitled “Olii” (The Dead) which he puinshed in 1962 in Tiirk
Dili,7 Necatigil, reworks a theme—the water of life and the revival of a dead fish—which was used for
centuries in Ottoman poetry. By means of this basic theme he alludes to the poetry of the earlier poets,
especially that of the mystic poets $eyh Galib (d. 1799) and Yunus Emre (d. ca. 1320). Necatigil creates
his poem, on the one hand remaining modern in form and language and, on the other hand, using the
materials of the older poetry such as conceits, rhymes, associations, and literary figures. The poem itself
. is as follows:

Ates denizlerinde mumdan kayiklarla
saglam mu tekneler agklar1 gegmeye
A

Biri var ki pencere

pencere 6nlerinde aglar duruyor
ilerde giineste baliklar kuruyor
dirilirdi bengisu pinarlarinda yunsa
gig. '
Gider yol bir Galib’e, Yunus’a
ama bu ne ¢ok &lii aglar giic.

- Biri de var gecede

- saglarindan her gece kir aglar ériiyor
dtede mum yaniyor bir seyler déniiyor
pervaneler art arda ne de gabuk 6liiyor
gl ,
Dirilirdi sularinda bir saglam tekne olsa
ama bu ne ¢ok 6lii aglar giic.

* * %

1n boats of wax on seas of fire
Are the hulls sound enough to pass over loves?
Hard.

dergahinda getin sinavlara sokuyordu kendini, bugiin yine diinya dayatislarina kars1 koyamayacagim anlayinca giiniimiiz sairi ken-
dini Golden Gate Bndge’den sulara birakiyor. Nedir degisen? Sadece anlatim bigimi ve yeni sdzciikler. Kadim Sirat képriisiiniin
yerini Golden Gate Bridge ve benzerleri aldv. Yoksa herkes yiizyillar éncesinde yasamus bir insanin gesitli icgiidii ve hallerini tekrarla-
mak zorunda. Can mumunun alevi eskiden fanuslara sigmiyordu, simdi projektorlerde, farlarda parhyor. Yiizyllardaki edebi
gelisme, teknikte paralel siislerin, ortillerin gogalmasindan Gteye gegmiyor. Bu bir deisme, gelisme dahi olsa evrene bagka tiirlii
bakis saylabilir mi? Bir seyin ¢apragik ‘olmasi, 6zdeki niteligini, yahnhigini bﬂtun biitiine yitirmesi demek deglldxr” (Edebiyat-
- glanmz Konusuyor, Yagar Nabi, ed. [Istanbul: Varlik, 1976] pp. 121-122).

7 “Olu) Tirk Dili, No. 135, December 1962, reprinted in Behget Necatzgtl Biitiin Eserlen—.SurIer (1948—1972 ), Ali Tanyerl and
HllrmYavm, eds. (Istanbul Yap: Kredi, 1994) p- 67.
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- There’s someone, before window

~ And window the nets are lying
Up ahead, in the sun, fish are drying
‘They’d revive if washed i in the waters of life
Hard.

The way goes to é Galib, to a Yinus
' But these nets hold so many dead—hard.

And there’s someone, in the night

Every night he weaves gray nets from his hair

A candle burns, things whirl about it, over there

The moths, how SW1ftl‘y' one after another they are dying
Hard.

They’d revive were there a sound hull in their waters
But these nets hold so many dead—hard.

. According to legend, Hizir and {lyas, who had set out to seek the water of eternal life, sit near a spring
in order to rest and have something to eat. They take out the dried fish they had brought for their
meal. Hizir, while washing his hands in the spring, sprinkles some of the water onto one of the fish
which immediately comes to life, dives into the spring and swims away. At that point Hizir and Ilyas
realize that they have found the water of eternal life. This is precisely the basic theme of Necatigil’s .
poem. The poet takes as the central point of his poem an everyday scene, fish caught in nets and hung'
up to dry in the sun, something he might have seen while passing a fisherman’s hut. In this way he
newly employs the “water of life and the revival of the dried fish” conceit so often used in Divan poetry.’

‘The first verse of the five-verse poem is inspired (or “stolen”) from the following lines of Seyh
- Galib: T X
Ol kilziim-i ateg-i ciger-kéh
Mumdan gemiler edip hiiveydas

% * *

Shipsvof wax it made manifest
And that red sea of heart-tormenting flame

-and
Bin bagh bir ejder-i miinakkag
Mumdan gemi alti bahr-1 ateg®,
- * * y %*
A thousand-headed ofnament’ed dfagpn,
Beneath ship of wax, a sea of ﬂames

The poet, being a person of the modern age, emphasizes the difficulty of crossing seas of flame in
boats of wax; whereas a mystical poet would certainly stand up to this difficulty and-not be overcome
by hopelessness. Exactly as Esrefoglu Rumi (d. 1469) said in a famous couplet—the mystic Would
gladly throw himself in: :

8 Seyh Galib, Hiisn i1 Ask, p. 272.
9 Seyh Galib, Hiisn il Ask, p. 220.
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Bu é4lem sanki oddan bir dcnizdif
Ana kendini atmakdir ad1 agk?0

* * *

_This world is as though a sea of fire
To cast oneself into it, this is love

In the second verse of “Olit,” Negatigil makes a direct allusion to the water of life and revival of the
fish story. The expression “aglar duruyor” can mean either (or both) “fish-nets stand (or lie or hang)
there” or (someone) keeps on crying” (aglayip duruyor) Here he creates the figure called tevriye (dou-
ble meaning) much used in Ottoman Divan poetry. The ancient poets took pains to choose words for
a couplet-that could be read with two meanings, both of which made sense in the couplet. Also
Necatigil creates a cinas (connection by letter 51m11ar1ty) between the word yunsa (he washes himself)
/in the second verse and Yunus'a in the third (where the letters ¥, , 1, 5, and a are all the same and the
two. words differ by only one letter). This too is one of the rhetorical figures favored by the Ottomans.

" In the third stanza Necatigil mentions the names of two of the early poets, Seyh Galib and Yunus
Emre. The first is a Mevlevi poet close to the Ottoman palace and a dear friend of the sultan, the latter
is 4 dervish who wandered among the common people. The similarity between them is that both poets
were mystics and both paid considerablel attention to the themes of love and death in their poetry. In
this verse the theme of “death” carries'more weight. In the line “ama bu ne gok 8lii aglar gii¢” (but
these nets hold so many dead—hard) the poet seems to intend the poets who'died from the time of
Yunus Emre and Seyh Galib down to the present (or those who died from Yunus Emre to Seyh Galib).
We realize that these dead fish (or those poets) can be revived by being washed in springs of the water
- of life, which is to say that like being washed in the water of life, the poets are revived by Necatigil not
only by alluding to their poetry, but also by writing their poetry in a new variety of ways.

The fourth verse of the poem concerns one of the most commonly used images in all of Divan po-
etry: the candle and the moth. The moth flying about the candle and finally yielding fatally to the at-
traction of the flame has been employed for centuries as a mystical symbol. The moth symbolizes the
lover, and the candle, the beloved. For the moth to be saved from the attraction of the flame, or for
human beings to distance themselves from death is difficult.

The line “saglardan her gece kir aglar ériiyor” (every night he weaves gray nets from his hair) also
picks up the theme of death in the sense that every night adds gray t6 the hair, that every‘night a per-
son comes one day closer to death. Necatigil also uses the expressioﬁ kir aglar (gray nets) with the hint
of the figure tevriye or double meaning. If we read it as kiragilar (frost) we are reminded that during
the night the frost covers the earth with a whiteness similar to the graying of the hair.

In this section, Necatigil uses yet another of the rhetorical figures of Divan poetry, one he fre-
quently uses. In this figure, which the Ottomans called irsad, the poet “prepares” the reader for a word
by saying something that explains it or alludes to it in advance. Before he uses the word pervane
(moth) in the fourth line of the verse, he says (in line three), “6tede mum yanryor bir seyler dontiyor”
(a candle burns, things whirl about it, over there), preparing the reader for the name of the things (the
_ moths) that whirl about. i

10 .Esrefaélu Divans, (Istanbul, n.d.), p. 118.
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In addition, this verse emphasizes rhyme, which can be seen as a continuation of an age-old rhyme
system of the Ottomans. For example: ‘ '

duruyor—kuruyor (verse 2)

yunsa—Yunus’a (verses 2 and 3)

orityor-doniiyor—oliiyor (verse 4) _
Likewise, the repetition of the word gii¢ (difficult, hard) at the end of each 'Verse clearly alludes to the
common Ottoman practice of including redif (an exactly repeated element following the rhyme). The
~ effect of this repetition is compounded by other repetitions—for example, pencere/pencere, gecede/
gece, aglar/aglar—which again mirrors the tone of Ottoman poems. .

In the final verse of the poem, the poet ends by combining the “water of hfe and “boat” images in
a single line. Combining two unrelated conceits to produce a new conceit can certamly be considered
another continuation of Ottoman practice. ' : : ‘

In conclusion, employing direct allusions as well as motifs that he has taken from old Turklsh po-
etry—the sounds (rhymes and words), the rhetorical figures, the conceits of Divan poetry—Behget
Necatigil writes a new and contemporary poetry. He both continues the tradition and remains mod-

-ern. Today a number of poets, following the path opened by Necatigil, are continuing to write poetry
_ which leans on the Ottoman tradition. I would like to end with some lines from a poem entitled
© “Teselli” from Vural Bahadir Bayril’s first book of poetry pubhshed in 1992.11 In these lines the poet al-
ludes both to the Ottoman tradition and to Behcet Necatigil. :
Ah ¢ocuk, bilmeliydin. Ates denizine
Inmezdi mum kayik. Yazmaksa p1§man11.kt1r

- *

Oh child, you should ’have' lmown. The boat of wax would not go -
~ Down to the sea of flame. And to write is regretfulness. :

1 Vural Bahadur Baynl, Melek Gegti (Istanbul: $iir At1, 1992), p. 32.



