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Can Yucel's Poetry

yusuf eradam

Long after being a studens of the consciousness-
raising schoo! of seading Can Yucel's poetry
during my youth, | had the honour of meeting
him 1 a Bratish Council translation cvent in Is-
tanbul. Luckily. he was assigned to owr table.
and e poem we were o ranslate to be anihor-
ized by the poet happened 10 be one of his most
frequemtly quoted poems “The Wall of Love”, in
which e compares his lonelmess 1o s " countess”
who pisses in her panis.

He watched us iranslate his poem (which is lost 1
am afraid. so | trnslated 1 agamn) and responded
onby when we dared ask him amy thing. Later we
went 1o Cicek Pasaji and bead some beer alilough
he was strictly forbidden 1o dink beer. Some
tme Bater. | saw him sitting on the curb i fromt
of the Ataturk Culiwral Centre in Taksim before
e premicre of his translation of 4 Lidsan s
Night 5 Dweam. 1 saluted him with respect, and
the only thing be sad o me afler seeing me
smoking, was: “Gimme a fucking cigaretie!” He
always avoided redundant social formalities

Later. the poet anmounced that the mcominemnt
countess in that poem was his wife Guler Yucel.
Guler Yuezl, who stood by Ter hushand through-
ant a lang life of purgation, full of oppressions
andd trials, is such a “strght” worman, afrid of

nothing. a woman of no lies or hypocnsy, Tull
of life's jovs, always wearing a big smile on
her face. 1 believe that smile was always there
to attract Can Yucel, bt 1 also belicve tha duc
o Yucel s humour in life and poetny. that smile
never disappeared after their marriage. Mrs. Yu-
cel wanted me o tell the readers tha the disor-
der in her urinal system has just been diagnosed
and that the dector adnnited the fact that Can
Yucel anticipated the disease in his “pissy coun-
le=s" pocm, some twenty vears before e himself
could. His wife, his family, his nation, his peo-
ple i generl, it seems, fed the poet enough Lo
wrile humour and gave him the courage o stand
by what he did, instead of just doing things he
thought he could siand by,

The images Can Yucel gathered around ihe cen-
tral imcontinent countess — the personification
and ultimaie image of loneliness in her helpless-
ness 1o hold ber pee — grve away the most -
poriant pillars of a life of dignity. That 15 wliy
I prefemed “solitude” rather than “loneliness™ in
my iranslation

With a rebellious wne. e voice in “The Wall of
Lowve” puats itsell amd its solinude 1o the margins
st cormeption and oppression, similar o that
it Vonnegut Jr or 1D, Salinger. However,
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Can Yucel was a deveted, a commined social-
ist, and therefore s he manifested himself as an
outsider, always placing himself among the oul-
Baw, the nusfie, the wasied lives of the capitalis-
fic system, in general, the people, His humour is
much maore than a laugh. Like all serious, good,
unportant ar, s poetry makes us think.

Turkey has always been one of the best conn-
tries at cresting hamour and satire. One reason is
belrved (o be that it kas always been a country
of social worest and oppression. Artists and in-
tellectuals under oppression create more, maybe
ol of necessity and responsibility o “imagine’,
as the Johm Lennon song puts it 2 better world.
And the ereative minds of nulticuliusal Turkey
have always had to find subtler wavs o express
themselves 1o escape being convicted for their
ar. Can Yucel. one of the best in poctry, set an
eximple and created bope in Turkish youth for
hanman rights for all

Having studsed Latin and Greek, and m addstion
w being efficient in English, Can Yucel was a
wizard inihe wse of contemporary and Oitoman
Turkish and never used his knowledze of Lan-
engges for the ehite. His lamour was always a
parl of his social satire, iniended 1o change (he
waorld for the better. Skang was a pan of his me-
dinum peculiar to his style, and 1 would never
agree that he fell into the trap of volgarity, 25
he used slang only out of homesty, and he wrole
a5 he spoke. This is one of the reasons why he
has been understond cffectively by the masses.
This s alse why his translations of Shakespear:,
Lorca and Brechi tend o be adapiations rather
than wranslations, He almosy alwayvs sought cul-
ral equivilence in his transksions. and thea-
tre-goers i Turkey found in his tmmslations oo,
their very selves. and never had any difficulty
in empathizing with 1he clarsciers in 3 forgign
play. Volgarily as 1 appears in some stand-up
comedians s not poctry's job. As a mesull of
many social problems, like unemployment and
social infustice, Can Yuce]'s humour wis alway s
related 10 some lost dignity and imegrity. and the
hypocnisy, pretentionsness and micllectual indaf-
ference e always detested: hence his tendency
o swear or g0 put the F word or its equivalenis
in pauses in everyday life, and subtly and child-
wshly at times tmply them in lis poetry.

St

Mever did he fight in the dark, nor did he hide
behind blurred intellectualism. His umour and
hetoric Found their way o cour, (o trial, to his
panels al universitics and he soon became like a
figmire out of a tall-tale. or a lepend. like 2 shame-
less version of ‘Masreddin Hodja'. He spoke
through his beard with a wise elderly voice, like
the Santa Clans of the Turkish language, the " lov-
ing witty and maughty daddy’ wle wrote poctry
1o redeem us but who could alse enjoy breaking
our TV set, Therefore, in his poetry, he las the
charmcter of a larger-than-life pulp-fiction hern,
and vet even when he sounds ageresseve and
vullgar, he is extremely sensitive and humane.
He is 50 matural in his idiom, as if b is speaking
1o a friend when he is addressing his readers in
a poem, some of which are like aphonsms. In
such aphorism-hke poems, he gives the reader
the need to agree or disagres and stan an argu-
mend or join i a dislogne. For example, in his
“You're Lighting a Match in the Dark’ (Kibrit
Cakivorsun Karanlikia) he writes:

Your ve fighting o maich in the dark

o see the afmond biossoms

Al yowr eves v have there are lite

A pate af troulled tank ships n march seas
By, vew e going te give us frouble

Fire mavhe, or maibe spring?

Nature emerges in almost every poem in many
wiays. In his pocm “Charity " (Hayic), noture is a
source of relief, a home for the forsaken child 1o
Erw up i, but also - a5 in mturalistic liemre
— indiffereni and mean, insidiously hiding social
unrest outside, or thoughtfully sending reliel w0
e sufferer 1 some siuational oy, or irony
of fate:

This landscape i5

Far gur eves to take a breath;

For tived bireds fo pesi, this workd s,
Awdd when gods awe tred af space,

Our hands happen o sense and
The colowr of worer is with irs fiskh and fowers
o platn is the peace of Bought

And the silence af the cold fikewize.

Our hair in reldling stars,
We grow up slowly;
Lest we hear the clamour i our sleep

At wights, 1 rains.

Mot only in his poems full of images fom na-
e, but in almost all his poetry, he admires
irony and pun. He is 8 master of bothe but unless
desenvedly necessary. be never prves in o cymi-
CISIN OF SAFCASM.

In everyday life, his responses o injusiice may
lave sounded vulgar but grdually people 2ol
used 0 it and his using F words for pause or
imerjection became so tvpical of him thit peo-
ple expecied or feared that this language wonld
appear i his poems as well but he always re-
frned from being vulgar in poctry. Satire and
irony make people langh easily, but Can Yucel
dwelled not in shadows but in the clearings of
the realms of black hwnour, ethime or cultural
lumour, ad popular and mystical opics when
mecessary, He never Tailed 10 prove that he was
a seer He was never a mainsiream poet, bt his
name walked so before lus poetry. and when his
name was mendioned people ook position 1o lis-
ten with a ready smile on their face, In a sense
he can be likened to the sincenty of Bukowski
encompassing the outsider., the demented. the
rebel, the defeaied who are - in Can Yucel's
case — the victims of the capitalistic system, He
never fell imo the trap of nystfying himsell
as a poet. as be used the vernacular, Amything

that belonged 1o his people was his, and e kept
himself and his family within this vernaculari-
sation {¢.g. inspired by his wile's going o pee.
he addresses loneliness ‘Pissy Coundess’). But
he was unique in being comradely manitanan
and sensitively vulgar, it ook no time for him
lo become a legendary and therefore *popular’
figure on the Turkish lierary scene.

Durring his talks, lectures too, he did not refrain
from using swear words 1o pin disrespect Lo cul-
tural or mational beroes or 1o swing away some
irtional sexist argument. A wniversity  stu-
dent asked him why the best pocts are always
men, and wly women do not make good pocts.
he said o the stedent: “How the fuck would |
kmow? Are we writing with our dicks™ His an-
swer wis another example of the first mile inan,
that *Less is more’. Such a brel reply, made iy
long essay — in which | was trying 1o prove that
women do make good poets — ludicrous, [n his
pocm “The Wall of Love” he wanders in saloons,
gallenes and witnesses pretentious “art lovers'.
which in Turkish is “semar sevicileri’, a term
also implying lesbians. With the pun in “sevied
he is not hideously or cynically making fun of
A sexml onentation. but 15 mocking pretentious
an lovers. Hence, in my irmnslation | preferred
“ant homos”
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Another anecdote comes from a trial when he
was accused of obscenity in poetry: the judge
asked him why he nsed swear words like “ass” in
wpoem. He rephied. *Well. inour langoage if yon
wanl 10 say “ass”. you use the word “ass”, and
i 1 cannot use a Turkish word inthe right place,
fuck his democrcy.”

11 seems e as opposed 1o living a life full of
lies and pretension, a “straight’ 1ife and lnamour
ciume 45 a choice for the poet and his poetry.

“Haysiyver” (dignity, honour) is a word le and
Marim Hikmet srught a nation of poetry readers
in Turkey, and he was always the cpitome, the
apotheosis of that virtue. Thanks to e hearl and
labour e pul in his words and transkations, we
are still working hand in hand for a beter world
and our lelt side is still alive and kicking. In his
poem By Holding Hands™ {*El Tutusa Tutusa’).
e puts forth his desire for revoluton with child-
like expectations and in a hymanitarian way, He
does so through the symbol of fmendship and
fratermity in the mectmg of two lands, with the
hope of plurality agan.

A o so many kands we have el ?
First, my hand helding yours,

EHS

Then the Kicls " Fands,

Then hands of the vourk,

The hands af iohacco workers
Laser, hands of others .,

Lok, we got o many hands
Holding, srappling, cotohing
Like o fovest fire.

And in the end — through his joy for life, with
his mwarencss of & journcy of dignity — coun
verdicts proved ineffeciual as i his humour,
il monelithic stance of power of the oppres-
sor melted, just as most oppressors fail o get the
gist of iromy or in some cases cannot help sur-
rendening o wil and imiellect.

Freedom of conscience and expression is a nam-
ral right, and they necd not be fough for, bt
Turkish poets and artists — mtellectuals in gen-
eral - lave bitterly enjoved this fight throughout
a lifetime, Loving voor solitude and vour *pissy
couness” means being aware of this dichotomy
in life stsell, and being able 1o smile o ot Ho-
s and sative in Can Yucel's poetry s like
peeing ond of one’s cells: the body. the cilty (Is-
tanbul) and his most beloved country.

In conclusion. | would like o compare hamour
in Can Yucel's poctry 10 the ‘sea’ in another
aphorism-like poem of s, “Gobbledygook”
{‘Herze'):

O the ot a seoke (@87 by sy side
T embraced the sea. |

Al iranskations are by Yusuf Eradan.

THE WALL OF LOVE

Was it you ar my solitude

We opened our nisty eves in blind darkness

Chur word was a langed-over curse Trom last night
We sirolled in parlours, markets with an homos
Yo, all [ wanted was 1o get vou owtdoors

An ammoniac blossom on your collar

My solitude. O my pissy countess

The viler we get, the betier,

We haumted the taverns at Kumkap

Brefore us golden raki, golden beer and beanstew

Afier us, civil police, patrol forces and Hizir Pashas'

In the momings, they would find my carcass out on the open sca
So warm were the parbage-collectors” hands

I caressed vou with their hands

My solifude, O my broom-haired’ beloved

The worse we smell. the betler

Ol see a red plane in the sky

2o much steel, so many stars, O 5o ample is man
O night we surpasscd the wall of love

S0 clear, so open was the place | fell on

Avmy side, only you and the universe

Mo meed to count the men | died or resurmected
My solitude, O my pluml ballads

Tl stranghiter we Irve, the better.

Poem by Can Yucel
Transbed by Yosuf Ermdam

TRANSLATOR'S NOTES;
1. Hizir Pusha is kemown ta ke the enssl Ottaman governar of Sivas who got Pir Sulien Abdal, the rebal Alevi bard. hanpod
UGN cantury ).

2. Durmg & wanslation event, | rememnber asking Can Yoes) imsslf, bow we swonld isanslate -sapurge sachim’ oo English,
as there was a culium| difference in the idiom which both necant “hushy haired” and alsoa “lovael snd rigomus' heesewile, The
poat wmmedintely said *broomdsamed’. which is apprapriate for the first nssanang af the idicem, and seems o be literal fransln.
v, vt [ here would like e avy that momsent, tat memoir of wmnslatimg sith Bin in tribae.
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