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The End of Great Periods:
Late Ottoman Decadent Poetry and the End of the Ottoman Empire

Kaitlin Staudt

Auburn University

This article examines late Ottoman Decadence through the 1910 Feer-i A% [Dawn of the Future]
manifesto and the literary criticism of its most famous signatory, Ahmet Hasim (1887-1933).
Through this case study, 1 explore what Kristin Mahoney has called the ‘political utility of
decadence’ within the Ottoman-Turkish sphere." Hasim’s writing across the Ottoman Empire-
Turkish Republic divide illustrates the ways in which the aesthetic practices and linguistic register
of Ottoman poetry were increasingly understood in the final decades of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries as displaying the markers of literary greatness from a previous social order,
ones which impeded the development of a uniquely Turkish national literature. In other words,
for certain literary critics, deploying the aesthetic practices of Ottoman poetry became linked to a
specifically Ottoman imperial decline and, consequently, also became shorthand for implying the
connection between certain aesthetic practices and Turkey’s political progress in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Through the focus on Hasim, what becomes clear is the way that a pervasive discussion of
decadent aesthetics is symptomatic of Ottoman literary decline, and later Turkish literary
belatedness vis-a-vis Europe is also connected with disparate — and at the time diametrically
opposed — positions in the debate on the modernization and reform of Ottoman-Turkish
literature. As one of the potential avenues for the renewal of Ottoman letters, decadent aesthetics
came under attack in the late nineteenth century but continued to thrive as an aesthetic practice
well after the establishment of the Republic in 1923. However, Ottoman-Turkish poets who were
denounced as decadents, azd their detractors, are both explicit in their critical writing about the
cultural traffic between Ottoman-Turkish and Western ideas and writers. Therefore, the

conversation in the Ottoman-Turkish sphere is not about whether or not to engage with Western
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literary traditions, but rather which specific Western literary traditions are appropriate to engage
with and in what manner should they be engaged with in order to renew Turkish letters.

This article explores how a sense of literary decline in relation to Europe led to the embrace
of decadent aesthetics and a motivation by certain poets to modernize poetry that existed
separately from the trends of realism, vernacularization, and utility that ultimately came to define
Turkish nationalist literature. The concept of ‘decadence’, as it was put to cultural work across the
Empire-Republic divide, is a particularly important touchstone for examining alternatives to the
prevailing version of Turkish literary history. Focusing both on the historical literary-critical
conversations which put forward a definition of Ottoman decadent literature, an exploration of
decadence as a literary critical term in Turkey reveals the ways in which the conversation around
decadence becomes a coded discussion around the idealized participation of Turkey within

international power structures that underwent substantial change during the period under study.

Decadence, Decline, and the Fall of the Ottoman Empire

Decadence has long been connected to a sense of the end or decline of empire. As Regenia Gagnier
has claimed, ‘Modern decadence arose with empire and nation-states’.” As the ‘sick man of Europe’
discourse attests, in many ways the Ottoman Empire was the empire in decline par excellence at the
end of the nineteenth century. While this perception of decline was deeply connected to the
Orientalist representations of contemporary European observers, the sense of Ottoman imperial
decline also has a long tradition within Ottoman historiographical practices.” The confluence of
this local historiographical practice alongside those by European Orientalist outsiders has become
known as the ‘Ottoman Decline Paradigm’, which suggested that the empire had been in decline
since a golden age in the sixteenth century.* This perception of waning Ottoman impetial power
on the global stage in the late nineteenth century precipitated a series of Westernizing reforms in
the empire, which encompassed neatly every aspect of life, from legal, military, and educational

reforms, extending even into the realm of literature.” Known as the Tanzimat, a term meaning
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reorganization, these reform processes were initiated in 1839 and ended with the promulgation of
the first Ottoman constitution in 1876. Baki Tezcan has argued that Ottoman historiography
produced in the Tanzimat era asserted that the previous Ottoman regime was ‘irredeemably
corrupt and had been in decay since the sixteenth century’.’

This local use of the decline paradigm to fuel the modernizing reform of the Empire has
had lasting implications on how both Ottoman imperiality and the modern have been understood
in Turkey. The fact of Ottoman imperiality is frequently downplayed in scholarly literature in
favour of teleologies that emphasize the late Ottoman Empire as a period of increasing Turkish
national development. Christine Philliou has discussed this phenomenon as the ‘absent nineteenth
century’ in Ottoman historiography, suggesting that ‘suddenly we look back, from the Turkish
nation-state’, a shift which makes it difficult to confront ‘our deep assumptions about teleological
change and normative economic and political development, to see other trajectories that may have
existed’.” Arif Camoglu has described this tendency of literary scholars to read late Ottoman writers
as setting the stage for the subsequent nationalist reform projects as ‘an ideological practice of
inclusive exclusion whereby these Ottoman Turkish authors are admitted to the literature of the
nation through the denial of the imperial affiliations”.” Particulatly in Anglophone scholarship on
Ottoman-Turkish literature, the late Ottoman imperial state is generally portrayed as the historical
precondition for the rise of a specifically Turkish nationalism.’

Literary criticism from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries took a similar
stance toward the Ottoman literary tradition. In the literary sphere, this sense of decline has long
been applied to the divan, or Ottoman poetic tradition. In parallel to the historical rise and fall of
the empire itself, scholarly work on Ottoman literature also emphasizes a golden age of poetry in
the sixteenth century which gradually falls into creative stagnation until the reform programmes
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries."” While both the Ottoman and the specifically
literary decline paradigms have been productively challenged in recent years, I am interested here

in the pervasive sense, by no means unique to the Ottomans, that good literature is the literature
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of a state with a strong political system." In the late Ottoman Empire, this sense of political decline
also corresponded with a sense of literary decline in the European literary sphere. This led to
pervasive debates over how and in what ways literature should be reformed. While authors
disagreed over the nature of this reformed literature’s aesthetic practices, they were largely in
agreement that a renewed Ottoman literature would allow the Ottomans to re-assert their cultural
importance on the world stage and ultimately reclaim imperial superiority from Europe.

In this account, literature in general, but especially the novel, was envisioned as a vehicle
to inculcate readers with a modernity that became increasingly coded as Western during the fin de
siecle.”” Historically, the rise of the Ottoman-Turkish novel has been associated with the reform
processes of the Tanzimat, and scholars have emphasized the ways in which literature from this
period advocates for increased rationality, realism, and simplification or vernacularization of
literary language."”” For many years, the writing of late Ottoman literary history has centred around
Ottoman modernization, which has valorized the aesthetic and formal literary practices that
advocate for modernization-as-Westernization at the expense of other aesthetic developments
happening concurrently.

The rise of a decadent aesthetic practice within the Ottoman literary sphere is deeply
connected to these Westernizing reform processes. This places the Ottoman conversation on
decadence squarely within an imperial framework, but with connotations of imperiality that are
distinctly different from the settler colonialist experience of Anglo-European empires. The
Ottoman Empire’s position as an expansionist empire and the Turkish Republic’s stance as a
nation pursuing a kind of modernity-as-self-decolonization in the twentieth century places it in a
globally unique position, one which troubles the binary account of colonized and colonizer
structuring much postcolonial literary inquiry.'* As Cemal Kafadar notes, decline is not only a
matter of perception; it can also be a matter of position-taking. This idea is particularly intriguing
in the case of late Ottoman poetry. As Ayse Zarakol has explored, the concepts of decline and its

binary opposite, greatness, exist not only in reference to ideas of political power and material
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domination. Greatness is, as she argues, ‘about manifesting certain symbolic markers’, while
decline is ‘about not displaying the correct symbolic markers or displaying the markers of greatness
from a previous social order as another is coming into being’.!” The late Ottoman Empire,
particularly in the years surrounding the turn of the twentieth century, was very much a period in
which an old social order was being dismantled and another was coming into existence.

At the same time, the ‘correct symbolic markers’ used to display sovereignty became
increasingly national across the first two decades of the twentieth century, not only for the
Ottoman Empire, but globally. The Empire experienced the rise of an ethnic Turkish nationalism,
as opposed to the multi-ethnic and multi-confessional identities which had previously

characterized it."°

In other words, ethnically homogenous nation-states based on the Westphalian
model increasingly became a symbol of sovereignty in the national order, while heterogenous,
multi-ethnic empires, particularly those outside Europe, were increasingly described as declining
state formations. This increased focus on the nation and ethnic nationalism as the new symbolic
order was also true in literature. The symbolic markers — including the language, metaphors, forms,
and themes — of the Ottoman Divan tradition became increasingly stigmatized in favour of
literature which signalled its participation in the reform and modernization efforts.'” The
associations of Ottoman Divan poetry with imperial decline meant that the aesthetic practices,
themes, and vocabulary of this imperial poetry became an important repository from which

Ottoman-Turkish poets who eschewed the idea of literature’s participation in these reform

processes could draw.

Ahmet Hagim and the Question of Decadence

Poet Ahmet Hagim was born in Ottoman-controlled Baghdad in 1887." His father was part of the
Ottoman administration there, and his mother died when Hasim was very young, a loss which
animates much of his poetry. He received an eatrly education in Ottoman letters, including

instruction in Arabic and Persian, languages whose vocabulary and grammatical structures made
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up a substantial part of Ottoman literature at the end of the nineteenth century. After moving to
Istanbul following the death of his mother, he attended the famous Mekzeb-i Sultani, known today
as Galatasaray Lycée, a high school which was responsible for the education of many Turkish
writers and intellectuals in the late Ottoman Era, including poet Tevfik Fikret and novelist Yakup
Kadri Karaosmanoglu. Crucially, the school provided instruction in French language and literature,
which is where Hagim first discovered the Symbolist movement and the poetry of Stéphane
Mallarmé in particular. In addition to his poetic career, Hasim was also a prolific columnist for
newspapers and periodicals such as Dergah, Lkdam, and Akgam, among others, with his critical
writing far outstripping his poetic output.'” Despite being known primarily as a poet, he published
only two collections of poetry during his lifetime: Gd/ Saatleri [Hours of the Lake], published in 1921
and Piyale [ The Wine Chalice] in 1926. Additionally, he also held a post in the Ottoman Public Debt
Administration, a position which ultimately allowed him to travel to Paris where he published a
history of Turkish literature in the Mercure de France, an influential journal of the Symbolist
movement.

Hasim’s first association with decadence comes with his participation in the Fecr-i At
group.”’ In 1910 this group of poets and novelists published a manifesto in the Servet-i Fiiniin
journal. Signed by Hasim, Refik Halit Karay, and Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoglu, among other
famous Turkish writers, the Fecr-z Az statement is considered the first manifesto published in the
Empire. If we examine both the Ferr-i A% manifesto and Hasim’s later literary criticism, the idea
of decadent aesthetics as a relational negotiation between empires looms large. Indeed, one of the
crucial aspects of the Manifesto relates to the ways in which the Feer-i At group align themselves
in relation to European poets. The manifesto declares: “The members of Dawn of the Future will
work to represent and proclaim themselves a small exemplar to their contemporary European
peers in the expectation of being an emerald bower within this literary wasteland.”" The
positioning of the Fecr-7 At highlights their relationship as equals and colleagues to their European

contemporaries, while their representation of the Ottoman literary sphere as a ‘wasteland’ suggests
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that they view themselves as peerless within the Empire. Following this statement, the manifesto
ends not only with a proclamation that they will translate the ideas of the West for the East, but
that they will also serve as a conduit for dispersing the developments of Ottoman literature to the
West.

The 1910 manifesto is both a response to a perceived sense of European civilizational and
literary superiority and a call for Ottoman poets to re-assert their own identity through a specifically
Ottoman type of poetry while projecting that poetry on the world stage. The signatories of the
manifesto use noticeably decadent ideas (i.e., the ‘emerald bowers’) to articulate the relationship
between Ottoman and European literature. Examining these documents reveals that decadent
aesthetics were one of the tools Ottoman authors used to preserve a distinctly Ottoman literary
power at home while advocating for the dissemination of that literature to decadent literary
networks in Europe in order to project their literary vision beyond imperial boundaries in the final
years of Empire and the early years of the Republic. Part of this projection of poetic vision beyond
the Empire was meant to re-assert Ottoman literary power on the global (but still primarily
European) literary stage. Decadent aesthetic practices thus become part of late Ottoman
literature’s participation in the competing states narrative.

These ideas also circulate in Hasim’s seminal essay of literary criticism, ‘Siir Hakkinda Bazt
Milahazalar’ ['Some Thoughts About Poetry’]. Although this work is best known as the
introduction to the second edition of Psyale, published in 1928, the essay was originally published
in the journal Dergil’s inaugural issue in 1921. The essay works to delineate what is good poetry,
advocating for a mystical understanding of poetry as ‘a sacred and nameless source, buried within
nights of mystery and the unknown outside the fields of perception’.” It calls for a re-enchantment
of poetry connected to the symbolic register of the Ottoman Divan tradition. Hasim configures
this understanding of poetry as arising out of a debate in late Ottoman literary culture, in which

his poem ‘Desire at the end of the day’ was ‘considered by some people to be more cryptic than
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necessary’, therefore sparking a debate about meaning and clarity within poetic expression, to
which Hagim’s essay is a response.

For Hasim, the emphasis literary reformers placed on clarity and accessibility undermined
the essential nature of poetry and was a fundamental misunderstanding of the difference between
literary genres. He argues that ‘a poet’s language exists not in order to explain like prose, but to
almost evoke sensations, it is a language between music and words’.>> Hagim goes on to argue that
prose is the realm of ‘reason and logic’, associating prose with the literary currents which aimed to
represent modernity and through that representation bring about modernity in late Ottoman
society. In contrast to this, he argues that ‘the unknown outside the fields of perception, which on
occasion reflects the light of enlightened waters onto the hotizons of our perception.” His use of
image and metaphorical language here not only resonates with the language of European critics of
decadent and Symbolist poetry such as Arthur Symons and Walter Pater, but it also evokes the
themes and imagery of the Ottoman Divan tradition. Referring to the ‘gardens of poetry’” and
suggesting that poetry is ‘like a rose in the night’, Hasim draws on the metaphoric tradition of the
Ottoman Divan to argue for poetry’s autonomy from the currents of literary rationality, clarity,
and modernization that were advocated by his contemporaries.” As prose writing, particulatly the
novel, became increasingly associated with Turkish national literature in the early twentieth
century, these statements can also be understood as Hasim’s desire to recuperate poetic practices
in the face of nationalist encroachment.

Hasim’s use of writer and theologian Abbé Henri Bremond’s contributions to debates
regarding ‘pure ‘poetry’ that occurred in France illustrates how Ottoman authors drew on
European poetry and criticism to affiliate themselves with European decadent networks. This
debate about pure poetry, which Hasim says occurred ‘a few months ago’, essentially aligns with
his larger arguments about poetry, which is that ‘poetry’s magical effects’ are undercut by including

26

the udgement, logic, rhetoric, coherence, analysis’ which is typical of prose.” On the surface this

seems fairly straightforward: Hasim is presenting recent critical developments in France to Turkish
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readers and reflecting upon how European insights into literature can be applicable in the late
Ottoman context. Yet, on closer examination, it becomes clear that Hasim presents the debate
regarding poetry’s meaning and clarity in Ottoman letters as temporally prior to the same debate
in France. In other words, this is not a debate that Hasim learned about through his reading of
French sources and imported into the Turkish-Ottoman context, but rather he is using a French
debate to illuminate ongoing discussions germane to Ottoman poetry. As such, he reaches out to
European literary criticism not to insist upon the belatedness or decline of Ottoman-Turkish
poetry, but rather to demonstrate the temporal coevality of the Ottoman and European literary
debates, thus positioning Ottoman poetry as both contemporary to and equal with its literary
counterparts.

Hasim also addresses poetry, specifically the work of Mallarmé, in ‘Sembolizmin
Kiymetleri’ [‘The Value of Symbolism’], published in the newspaper Hayat on 26 May 1927. In the
article, Hasim claims that ‘the poet, who has no relation to the author [of novels] who is active in
recording the circumstances of his time, is apart from time and location’.*” This understanding of
the poet as divorced from the specificities of time and space flies in the face of the nationalist
movements in Turkish literature, which were highly invested in the creation of a uniquely Turkish
literary form. The literary critical discussions surrounding Turkish nationalist literature emphasized
realist literary aesthetics as a means of creating a literature unique to Turkey in the twentieth
century. By claiming a timelessness for poetry and the poet, Hasim rejects the idea that poetry
should participate in the temporal and location-bound representative practices of realist novels
valorized by the government-sponsored literary reforms.

Despite his clear admiration for Mallarmé, Hagim also argues that Mallarmé’s innovative
force was not quite as new as many understood it: ‘Nevertheless, the value that Mallarmé gave to
the symbol was not entirely a new artistic principle. All of Egypt, Phoenician, Greece, all of eastern
and western poetry had “symbols” centuries before Mallarmé.”™ This assertion critiques the idea

of European poetic primacy, dispelling the idea that Symbolism originated in France and dispersed
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elsewhere across the globe. It also establishes a parallel between the two literary traditions,
suggesting that they share a history of poetic use of the symbol long before the movement known
as Symbolism in Europe. We also see how Hasim’s understanding of Symbolism and decadent
poetry are thus grounded in and read through the lens of his early education in Arabic and Persian
literature, a training which would have allowed him to access the symbolic register of an older,
Eastern poetic tradition. In turn, his extensive engagement with European Symbolist poetry leads
him to reflect not only on the Ottoman Divan tradition, but also on how that tradition is being
put to work in the early Turkish Republic.

Hasim’s literary criticism in French makes Ottoman-Turkish literary developments visible
to Western readers. In 1924, Hasim published ‘Les Tendances actuelles de la Littérature turque’
[‘Recent Developments in Turkish Literature’] in the Mercure de France” While the history of the
journal goes back to the seventeenth century, by the early twentieth century, the Mercure had
established itself as a prominent journal affiliated with the Symbolist movement, publishing the
work of Mallarmé, André Gide, and Guillaume Apollinaire. In Hasim’s article, he outlines a history
of Turkish literature since the Tanzimat era, a period of modernizing and Westernizing reform
that predated the establishment of the Turkish Republic. In his effort to make the development
of Turkish literature legible to a Francophone readership, he links Turkish authors to their French
and European counterparts, suggesting, for example, that poet Tevfik Fikret is similar to Francois
Coppée for introducing enjambment and prose verse forms and novelist Halit Ziya resembles

Mallarmé in his development of Symbolism.”

Yet what is compelling about this practice is the
distinction Hagim makes between imitation and reading one literary practitioner as similar to
another in order to make the history of Turkish literature understandable to those writing in
France. In the article he denounces the Edebiyat-i Cedide movement which emerged around 1890,
saying that it is ‘d’imitation européenne’ [an imitation of European literature], accusing them of

writing in a French grammar but with Turkish words and of modernizing literature through ‘a

tendency towards Francization”.”!
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In Hagim’s literary criticism we see the development of literary decadence as an aesthetic
and a literary-critical practice becoming the centre of a complex and multi-layered process of
making French poetry known to Turkish readers, Turkish poetry known to French readers, and
establishing a parallel between the two literary traditions without asserting European literary
primacy over Ottoman letters. Yet, to understand Hasim’s legacy and the reception and status of
his work within Turkish literary history, we need to understand the long history of the debate on

decadence in the Ottoman Empire.

Ottoman Decadence and ‘Dekadanlar Tartigmasy’

The literary sphere in the late Ottoman Empire had a strong tradition of discussing and debating
decadence as a negative quality. The most prominent of these statements against decadence is
novelist and public intellectual Ahmet Midhat Efendi’s well known attack on decadence in the
‘Dekadanlar Tartismast’, or decadence controversy, of 1897-1900.> The debate was initiated by
the publication of Midhat’s article ‘Dekedanlar’ in the newspaper Sabah in March 1897. Centring
around poetry published in the Server-i Fiinun journal, the decadence controversy helped to shape
debates regarding the proper avenue for modernization and reform of Turkish literature, raising
questions about the old versus the new, local versus foreign literary production, and what was
national or authentic.” For the purposes of this atticle, I focus on one of the pillars of Midhat’s
attack on decadent literature: its adoption of a language artificially influenced by Arabic, Persian,
and French, as well as its use of Divan poetic imagery.

By famously claiming that it is ‘necessary to read in Turkish but think in French’ in order
to understand poetry published in the Serveri Funiin journal, Midhat rejected the linguistic
cosmopolitanism of Ottoman decadent poetry.” As an advocate for the reform of the Ottoman
language, Midhat’s own literary work emphasized a simplified language system and
vernacularization that centred around Turkification of a language that had historically borrowed

extensively from Arabic and Persian vocabularies and grammatical structures.”® Ottoman decadent
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poetry, as represented by the Server-i Funiin, through its reliance on loan words and grammatical
constructions from Arabic, Persian, and French, as well as its desire to reanimate the symbolic
register of the Ottoman Divan tradition, declared itself as connected to the imperial tradition as
opposed to Midhat’s Turkification.

Decadent literature has often been described, in Regenia Gagnier’s words, as ‘literatures
perceived, or self-nominated, [...] designat[ing] a temporal category of the decline away from
established norms’, and this is what makes the decadent poetry of the Ottoman Empire in the late
nineteenth century so interesting.”® Not only was the idea of an ‘established norm’ for Ottoman
literature entirely in flux, but in contrast to the realist and moralist literary style that Midhat both
advocates and writes in, what he terms ‘decadent’ is closer to the ‘norms’ of the Ottoman poetic
register in its revitalization of imagery, syntax, vocabulary, and form. In Midhat’s account, decadent
poetry is figured explicitly as a literature of a failing empire. In contrast, the literary currents which
emphasized rationality, vernacular language, and secularization are literary qualities which have
been associated with an explicitly Turkish national identity.

While the decadence controversy peaked in the late nineteenth century, decadent aesthetic
practices, as we have seen in the writing of Hasim, continued to animate one branch of the search
for a new Ottoman, and later Turkish, poetry. In this sense, it served a political function to
advocate not only for the continued importance of the Ottoman poetic register, but it also put
forward ideals of poetic cosmopolitanism, artistic autonomy, and imperial identity, in the face of
increasingly nationalist currents that were gaining political and literary ground in the Empire. In
the decadence controversy, two opposing views of how literature should function in society are
posited: that literature should be didactic, useful, morally instructive, and expository in its
explanations of modernity, and that literature should exist as an end in and of itself. As is
exemplified by the Server-i Funiin poets and Fecr-i Ati group that came after them, this call for
aesthetic autonomy was a rejection of the explicitly modernizing function of literature. Within

these opposing understandings there are also disparate understandings of the role of Empire. In
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didactic literature, language and literacy are tools to be manipulated for the personal financial and
moral success of the characters, which is often an allegory for imperial or national success.”
However, in the version which advocates for aesthetic autonomy, as we see with the poetry of
Hasim, empire is a repository from which archaic forms can be drawn. The later signatories of the
Fecr-i Ati manifesto drew on this legacy in advocating for an increased connection between
European and Ottoman literatures.

The kind of literary-critical didacticism exemplified by Midhat has its parallels in the
Republican-era understanding of late Ottoman political culture. As Tezcan has noted, these texts
reveal ‘a strong belief that opposition to the New Order and its Tanzimat could only be of a
reactionary nature. The underlying assumption here is that the New Order is an instrument for
reaching contemporary civilization.” As we can see from Midhat’s writing on decadence, decadent
literary practices associated with the use of Arabic and Persian loan-words as well as Ottoman
aesthetic practices, were seen to undermine literature’s ability to help construct the New Order

and impeded the Empire in reaching the perceived levels of contemporary European civilization.

The Reception of Decadence and the Turkish Literary Critical Tradition

Hasim never claimed the title of ‘decadent’. Yet, his friend and contemporary Yakup Kadri
Karaosmanoglu, who penned a short biographical elegy of Hasim published a year after Hagim’s
death in 1933, suggests that the larger cultural understanding of his writing was that of ‘Hasim
symbolist; Hasim Parnassian; Hasim Mallarmé-ian’”® While Kadri ultimately disagrees with those
characterizations, his assessment of Hasim is one that calls into question Hasim’s commitment to
the Turkish national programme, both literary and political. Kadri indicates that Hasim ‘was not a
man who believed in nationalist principles’, while also asserting that because he was from a
Baghdadi family ‘he was considered to be part of the Arab race’.* These statements distance Hasim

ethnically and politically from the Turkish nationalist project, casting him as an outsider to the

nation. While to grow up in the provinces such as Baghdad was evidence of one’s imperial
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cosmopolitanism, to be part of the Arab race in the Turkish Republic was to be excluded from
national identity projects that enshrined ethnic Turkishness as the essential component of the new
nation’s identity.

However this assessment is contradicted by Kadri’s claim that Hasim was ‘spiritually and
mentally a pure Turk [...] a child of Istanbul’.*! It is particularly interesting to consider exactly what
kind of Turk he regards Hasim to be, in that Kadri positions Hasim’s version of Turkishness as
fundamentally Ottoman: ‘Hasim was not Turkish literature’s first Baghdadi poet. As far as Fuzuli
and Ruhi were Turkish, Ahmet Hasim was also equally Turkish.”** Here Kadri refers to two
sixteenth-century Divan poets who both had connections to Baghdad and who also wrote in
Turkish in addition to Persian and Arabic: Fuzuli (c. 1494-15606) and Ruhi (d. 1605).

Particularly in the case of Fuzuli, the critical reception of Ottoman poetry in the Tanzimat
and early Turkish Republic was largely one of rejection. In Mukaddime-i Celal, Namik Kemal, an
Ottoman statesman and author, identifies Fuzuli’s The Epic of Leyla and Mecnun as evidence of the
degradation of the Ottoman poetic tradition. In this article he attacks Ottoman Divan poetry,
claiming that ‘narratives such as Hiign-ii Ask and Leyla and Mecnun, they each have the characteristics
of a mystical tract, given their subject matter and mode of composition”.*” This mystical strand in
Divan poetry, Namik Kemal argues, means that it is

based on subjects that lie altogether outside the realm of nature and reality [...] and since

they are devoid of all literary requirements such as the depiction of morals, explanation of

customs and description of feelings, they are not novels but pertain to the genre of old
hags’ tales.*
Kemal’s rhetoric highlights yet again how, in late Ottoman literary criticism, literary quality was
often synonymous with literature’s ability to instruct. Kadri might have been connecting Hasim to
a longstanding tradition of Turkish-Baghdadi poets. Yet within the general critical backlash against

the Ottoman poetic tradition during the Tanzimat era, as seen in both Midhat’s decadence

controversy and Kemal’s denunciation of Fuzuli’s Divan, this raises questions about
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Karaosmanoglu’s intent behind insisting upon the connection between Hasim and the earlier
Baghdadi poets.

We can see echoes of both Kadri’s assessment and Tanzimat-era influence on literary
criticism written about Hagim from the mid-century, particularly in a critical rhetoric surrounding
Hasim’s use of language. Asim Bezirci claims that the language of Hasim’s eatly poetry is ‘heavy
and bombastic’, in that ‘the number of foreign words many times exceeds that of the Turkish
words. Prepositional phrases are put together according to the rules of Persian and weigh heavily.
There are too few verbs, too many adjectives.” This exact critique is repeated verbatim in relation
to Hasim’s 1926 collection Piyale later in the same book. This insistence that Hasim’s language is
not purely Turkish — including Bezirci’s tally of Turkish versus Persian words — echoes Midhat’s
earlier injunctions against the use of non-Turkish words in poetry and his consequent dismissal of
such poetry as decadent. Here again we see how a poet displaying the linguistic and aesthetic
register of an earlier social order results in a critical dismissal in that, for Bezirci and other critics,
the use of Persian vocabulary and grammar renders Hasim’s identity as a Turkish poet suspect.
Yasar Nabi has also suggested that Hagim drew from both Arabic and Persian sources, yet goes
one step further in arguing that by doing so Hasim ‘remained always foreign’.** Consequently,
according to Nabi, Hasim was not part of the national literature [Milli Edebiyat] movements."’

In this sense both Nabi and Bezirci insist upon Hasim’s essential Ottomanness as opposed
to Turkishness. Not only does he use non-Turkish language, but that language distances him from
the very people that art and literature were supposed to address in the Turkish national literary
movement. Bezirci stresses the difficulty of Hasim’s language, especially to contemporary ears,
arguing that it ‘appeals not to the people, but to the havas, the highest strata, to intellectuals’* At
the time Bezirci was writing, to appeal to intellectuals at the expense of the people went against
the nationalist injunctions to take art and literature ‘halka dogru’, or to the people.” These things
in conjunction with an insistence on him being referred to as ‘Arab Hagsim’, make clear his mid-

century reception was also one which distanced him from nationalist movements and identities.
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To put another kind of nail in the coffin of Hasim’s poetic greatness, Bezirci claims:

In all of the poems there is an air of sorrow, of pessimism. [...] Anxiety, desolation,

desperation, grievance at being alone, searching for the mother, waiting for the beloved,

yearning for love and a desire to die are main themes. The influence of the Server-i Fiinun is

visible.”
This emphasis on the mood of Hasim’s poetry alongside the statement of Servet-i Fiinun’s influence
is a clear and critical insistence on the essential decadence of his poetry. At the same time, ‘waiting
for the beloved’ is a consistent theme within Ottoman Divan poetry.” Yet again we see criticism
that insists upon Hasim’s essential Ottomanness: he is foreign (i.e., of the Empire, not actually
Turkish); he does not participate in National Literature movements; he uses the imagery and
themes of Divan poets; he uses the multiple languages and grammars of Empire; and he is
influenced by one of the most famous decadent movements in Turkish literary history, the Server-
¢ Fiinun. As we can see here, Republican-era literary critics in Turkey have relied heavily on the
central assumptions of Tanzimat-era literary critics, particularly those published by the novelist

and ideologue Midhat, in the evaluation not only of literary decadence, but of Turkish literature as

a whole.

Conclusions

Focusing on the aesthetic practices of a later cohort of writers brings into sharp distinction the
political stakes of decadence across the Empire-Republic divide in Turkey. In particular, literary
decadence in poetry was defined contra the emerging nationalist literary tradition. As such, it was
seen to undermine the nationalist re-assertion of Ottoman-Turkish literary power on the global
literary stage in ways that were directly connected to the projection of Turkish political power. Yet,
as articulated in Hagim’s critical writing, decadent aesthetic practices were still deeply invested in
bilateral cultural exchange with similar literary movements in Europe while simultaneously
reanimating the thematic and linguistic register of an earlier imperial tradition. This highlights a

key understanding of the role decadence plays in the connection between the Ottoman Empire
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and Europe as a conduit for literary relations. We have ample scholarly evidence that Ottoman
authors, such as Midhat, saw their original writing as an act of making Western ideas legible to
Ottoman readers and played a significant role in the development of Ottoman-Turkish literature
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, what is less obvious and revealed by Ottoman
decadence, are the ways in which Ottoman poets worked to make their poetics and literary
development legible to European audiences. Focusing on both sides of the equation, we can
understand the crucial role of not only decadent literature, but decadent literary criticism, within
inter-imperial relations.

Returning to the questions that animated this journal issue’s focus on decolonizing
decadence, Ottoman-Turkish literary decadence has an unusual relationship with predominantly
Western myths of progress and modernization. On the one hand, it can be seen as a reaction
against the aesthetic practices of Turkish literary nationalism which equated realist literature with
modernity and progress according to the Western model. On the other, Ottoman-Turkish
decadence also engaged European aesthetic practices in order to assert a different narrative of
Turkish literary development, emphasizing the parity and fundamental exchange of literary
relations between Europe and Turkey. The reliance of decadent aesthetics on the linguistic and
thematic registers of the Ottoman imperial Divan tradition means that its connections to
imperiality came to be seen as ‘manifesting’ the symbolic markers of the previous, imperial social
order at the same time the national social order was taking shape. Furthermore, the state-sponsored
promulgation of Westernizing reform processes that spanned the Empire-Republic divide
highlights that anti-Western political movements did not always go hand-in-hand with processes
of nationalization as they did in other decolonial movements across the globe. As literary
scholarship on Ottoman-Turkish literature continues to grapple with the unique status of Ottoman
imperiality as existing simultaneously as an empire with colonial holdings, such as the Baghdad of

Hasim’s youth, and as a political entity that was encroached upon by European imperial expansion,
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we can begin to tease out the larger implications of Ottoman decadence’s reliance upon the

imperial tradition.
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