Behget Necatigil
1916-1979

A poet who was born and died in Istanbul, he was well known
for what Talat Halman called his “staunchly individualistic,”
style. This award winning poet is still popular today and also
appreciated for his lexicons and plays.

Selected poems translated by Fahri Oz



“Saffron Twig in Pure Heights”
or on Translating Necatigil:

My familiarity with Behcet
Necatigil was at first rather limited,
based on a couple of poems in some
anthologies. This interest gradually
turned into a passion when |
embarked upon translating the
complete poems of Emily
Dickinson into Turkish. It may
sound a bit off the wall but as a
translator | seek an equivalent voice
in Turkish, if there is one. (Or
rather, this is a process that
automatically and inevitably
triggers itself when one begins to
translate a literary text.) While
rendering Whitman into Turkish,
for example, | had the booming
voice of Nazim Hikmet as model; if
not a replica of Whitmanic
cadences, Hikmet was not irrelevant
since both poets shared many
thematic, sonic and formal traits.

While translating Dickinson, | also
looked for poetically congenial
voices in Turkish that might help
me raise my translatorial voice with
more confidence and less
wavering— but to no avail.
Apparently there were no female
Turkish poets who had a voice that
could sing in unison with
Dickinson. But later | realized my
mistake: | was doggedly looking for
a kindred voice among female
poets. It could as well be a male
voice. The poet | was looking for
was one who employed language
with strict economy, one who loved
being enigmatic and cryptic, one
that did not pay too much heed to
formal metrical aspects or rhyme in
poetry but still did not discard them

altogether. Behget Necatigil, 20"
century Turkish poet, was
surprisingly akin to the 19" century
American poet Emily Dickinson in
terms of his playfulness and
ingenuity in the way he constructed
his poems, his flirtation with half
rhymes and eye rhymes, his
thriftiness in words, and ellipses
that gave his poems a riddle-like

quality.

| translated into English about a
dozen Necatigil poems very
carefully, cautiously, as if building
a ship in a bottle with shaky hands
on cold winter days in lowa City
and left them to rest. After
completing the first volume of my
Dickinson translation | revisited
those dozen poems. To my surprise
(and relief), translating Dickinson
had given me more confidence and
agility in “deciphering”,
understanding and enjoying
Necatigil’s poems. So I translated
more pieces by him. This is a mere
bunch from about the thirty poems |
translated. “Saffron twig in pure
heights” in the title above is a line
from a Necatigil poem.

Fahri Oz



KIR SARKISI

Tam otlarin sarardig1 zamanlar
Yere yiiziikkoyun uzaniyorum
Toprakta bir tels, bir telds
Karincalar Steden beri dostum.

Ellerime hammb&cekleri konuyor
Ne seker sey onlar!

Ug bieek, ug bocek diyorum
Uguyorlar.

Pan’1n teneffiisti bile

Ilik, oksamakta yiizil.

Devedikenleri, calilik vesdire
_Bir 4lem bu topraklarin iistil.

Tabiatla hagir nesir
Kirlarda gegen ikindi vakti.
Sakin, dinlenmis, rahat

Bir giin daha bitti.

(Kovan, 15-16, Ekim-Kasim 1944)

PASTORAL SONG

Just as the grass turns yellow
I lie face down on the ground,

Such ecstatic commotion in the earth
Ants have been my friends for so long.

" Ladybugs perch on my hands

How sweet they are!
Fly away, I say, fly away
And away they do fly.

Even the breath of Pan

Feels warm on the face.

Thistles, underbrush, and so on
Are a sight to see over the ground.

Cheek by jowl with nature—

An afternoon in the country.
Pacified, refreshed, comfortable-—
Another day is over.



KiRLI SORU

Benim oralarda hi¢bir igim yoktu
Seytana uydum,

Acg ahtapotlar kaynagirken dipte
Kaypak kalabalikta siiritkleniyordum.

Ince yiiziiniizde tizglince bir bakig
Birden sizi gordiim,

Act1 ar1 doruklarda bir safran
Durdum.

ilk sevgili giildii yitik amlardan
Mutsuz, yalniz

Sessiz kinamanizt, utanglarda kiictilmiis
Aldim, geri dondiim.

Gelsem,
Siz yine orada misiniz?

DIRTY QUESTION

I am not to frequent those places

1 was tempted,

Hungry octopuses teemed in the depths
And I was adrift among slippery crowds.

* A sad look in your slender face

I saw you all at once,
A saffron twig bloomed in pure heights
I stopped.

The first love smiled through distant memories,
Unhappy, all alone

Receiving your silent frown,

And feeling small with utter shame

I returned.

Would you still be there,
Were I to come?



HERAKLIT’IN SULARI

Ne zaman sokaklarda dolagsam
Okul, sinema, sergi
Kullantyorlar

Bendeki eski benleri.

Kalabaliklarda gogaliyorum
Hangisine yetiseyim sagkin
Tipki onun gizgileri
Kargidan gelen su kadin.

Bir kiigiik cocuk
Yillarca dncem

Korkar mu gitsem yanina
Cocuk sen bensin desem.

Ug delikanl: yiiriiyor

Bir dort yol agzinda her biri bir yana
Uce boliiniiyoram

Yollarin her birinde birim gidiyor.

Biri eve derslerinin basina -- kitab1 agryorum
Biri parkta bir sevgili -- bekliyorum

Bir yerde ¢aligiyor iigtincti, okul doniisii
Gecenin geg saati isimden donilyorum.

Hey! Durun diyorum, siz bensiniz, bensiz
Nereye gidersiniz, hey durun!

Sessizce yiirityorlar benden habersiz
Durmuyorlar, o kadar sesleniyorum.

(Varlik, 486, 15 Eyliil 1958)
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WATERS OF HERACLITUS

Whenever I take a stroll
School, cinema, exhibition,
They make use of

The previous me’s in me.

In the crowds I multiply

I am at a loss, am never enough

That woman walking over here

Has exactly the same features as him.

A little child

Is like myself years before

Would he be frightened if I went near him
Saying, Kid, you’re me.

Three youths are walking

Side by side, at a crossroads

I am divided into three

At each road goes one of my me’s.

One goes home to study—I open the book
One is waiting for his lover in a park—I wait
The third works somewhere after school

I come home from work late at night.

Hey, I say, Stop, you are me, where do you think
You can go without me, hey stop!

They walk past quietly, oblivious to me

I call out but they do not stop.



EVIN HALLERI

Evin yalin hali

Ister ciice, ister dev
Camlarinda perde yok
Bombog, ev.

Evin -i hali, sabah,
Geciktiniz haydi!
Uykularin tatlandigt sularda
Birakacaksiniz evi.

Evin -e hali, giin boyu,

Ha gayret emektar deve!
Sirtinizda yillarin yorgunlugu
Aksam erkenden eve.

Evin -de hali, saadet,
Isinmak ocaktaki alevde
Sonmiis yildizlara karsi
Isiklar varsa evde.

Evin -den hali, uzaksiniz,
Hatti iginde yasarken
Asklarin, 6liimlerin omzunda
Ayrilmak varken evden.

THE CASES OF HOME

The nominative case of home
Be it a dwarf or giant

No curtains on windows—
The home, it is totally vacant.

The accusative case of home, morning
You’re late, come on!

When sleep is too sweet to resist—
You must leave home alone.

The dative case of home, all day
Hang on, trusty dromedary!
Carrying all the fatigue of years—
You must go home early.

The locative case of home, happiness means
Warming your body on the stove’s flame

Facing the turned-off stars—
If at home you have lights inside.

The ablative case of home, you’re away,
Even when you’re living inside
‘When inevitably you have to leave it
On the shoulder of love and death.



SOLGUN BIiR GUL DOKUNUNCA

Coklarindan diisiiyor da bunca
Gormiiyor gelip gecenler

Egilip aliyorum

Solgun bir giil oluyor dokununca.

Ya biiyiik sehirlerin birinde
Geziniyor kalabalik duraklarda
Ya yurdun uzak bir yerinde
Kahve, otel kdsesinde

Nereye gitse bu aksam vakti
Ellerini ceplerine sokuyor
Sigaralar, kégitlar

Arasindan kayiyor usulca

Egilip aliyorum, kimse olmuyor
Solgun bir giil oluyor dokununca.

Ya da yalniz bir kizin

Sildigi dudak boyasinda
Esiginde yine yorgun gecenin
Bagini yastiklara koyunca.

Kimi de giin ortasi yanima sokuluyor
En ¢ok giiz aylart ve yagmur yaginca
Algalir ya bir bulut, o hiiziin bulutunda.
Uzanip aliyorum, kimse olmuyor
Solgun bir giil oluyor dokununca.

Ellerde, dudaklarda, 1ss1z yazilarda
Aksamlara gerili aglara takiliyor
Yarali hayvanlar gibi soluyor
Bunaliyor, kagip gitmek istiyor
Yollar, ya da anilar boyunca.

Alip alip geliyorum, uyumuyor biitiin gece
Kimildiyor karanlikta, ne zaman dokungam
Solgun bir giil oluyor dokununca.
Solgun bir giil oluyor dokununca.

(Varlik, 565, 1 Ocak 1962)

A FADED ROSE

Many people drop it unawares

Yet the passers-by fail to see it

I kneel down to pick it up

It turns into a faded rose as I touch.

He is in a big city

Wandering around a crowded bus stop
Or he is in a distant place in the country
In a coffee house or a hotel lobby

No matter where he goes in the evening
He plunges his hands in his pockets
Bringing out cigarettes, pieces of paper
It slips from among them quietly

I kneel down to pick it up, no one around
It turns into a faded rose as I touch.

Or in the lipstick that

A lonely girl wipes off

Again at the doorstep of the tired night
Before she lays her head on the pillow.

Some nuzzle up to me in midday

Especially in winter and when it rains

As when a cloud comes down, in that sad cloud.
I reach out to take it, no one around

It turns into a faded rose as I touch.

In hands, lips and in deserted fields

I gets caught in fishnets stretched over evenings
It breathes like wounded animals

It feels smothered, wishing to run free

Along roads, along memories.

I keep bringing it home, all night it sleeps not a
wink

It wiggles in the dark, whenever I touch it

It turns into a faded rose as I touch.

It turns into a faded rose as I touch.
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