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Introduction

 

I had long wanted to visit Konya, the famed city of Rumi, but as it happened I went there largely by accident. I went to assist a friend with his research on Shams Tebrizi, and along the way largely abandoned that well-intentioned pursuit (sorry, Ian!) after running afoul of another Sufi troublemaker, Najat Ozkaya.

We were in the tiny, dusty library of the Bu Bir Şaka mosque, which must have been a sleepy village mosque in the 14th century when Najat was writing. The mosque itself dates back to the 12th century, full of rough-hewn charm and threadbare carpet. Today, the mosque sits in a residential neighborhood filled with the noise of scooters, the distant sound of an oud blaring from overdriven shop speakers, and skinny kittens covered with sores.

We were not having much luck with our research. I had recently added Turkish to my list of academic languages (which means I read it poorly, speak it not at all, and know how to look up absolutely anything) and had learned to recognize Shams’ name in Persian and Arabic, as well. I was sorting through a pile of codices with little success and less hope. It was stinking hot, and Ian, bless him, is one of those academic types who only remembers to bathe sporadically.

One morning I happened upon a 16th century anthology of Sufi poetry, compiled by Lâmlî Çelebi of Bursa and titled, Ruh Soluyor (Gasping of the Soul). Intrigued, I snapped about a hundred pages with my iPhone and in my spare time began to haltingly decipher its contents.

I have always enjoyed Sufi poetry. Part of the reason I agreed to help Ian is that I am, in fact, a sizeable fan of Rumi, as well as Yunus Emre, Hafiz, and others. I came to Konya as much to help my friend as to pay my respects at Rumi’s tomb (and, of course, Shams’). I was delighted to see what poems a 16th century compiler would select, and there were indeed some great ones. But my favorites were two by a poet I had never heard of: Najat Ozkaya.

The next day I had Najat on the brain, and while Ian took a cigarette break in the courtyard of the mosque, I went back over the materials we had already sorted through. And that’s when I found it: a Najat stash.

 

Najat’s Works

It wasn’t all in one place, nor was it complete. According to the compiler of the anthology, Najat is the author of five works, “Discourses on Ultimate Things,” “Sermons to the Damned,” “Tail of the Donkey,” “A Soul of Beaten Felt,” and “The Absence of Light,” the last three of which are collections of poetry.

Further research turned up an incomplete copy of “A Soul of Beaten Felt” at the Aziziye mosque, and a complete copy at the Selimiye mosque, also in Konya. I found another complete copy, useful for comparison, in the library of a Sufi madrassah in nearby Karaman. There I also found a complete copy of “The Absence of Light” and several poems from “Tail of the Donkey” in other anthologies. I have not yet been successful at locating either his sermons or his discourses.

Najat’s collections do not seem to cohere to any discernible structure. The arrangement seems to be random and the collections, despite their evocative titles, do not seem to be in any way thematic. Consequently, I have felt free to follow my own instincts as to what to include in this collection, and indeed, all three of his poetic collections are represented (although, admittedly, “Tail of the Donkey” only has one representative in this volume).

A more scholarly presentation would include the complete collections, in order, with annotations, and indeed, such an edition of “The Absence of Light” is underway. But the purpose of this collection is not academic, but spiritual enjoyment. I hope that the many readers of Coleman Barks’ “translations” of Rumi might discover in Najat some of that same irreverent reverence, that luminosity for which the Mevlana is famous. This edition, then is intended as an introduction for everyday people—folks like you and me, really, who love Rumi and want more of him.

 

Comparisons to Rumi

Najat is not Rumi, of course, but they have many things in common. For one thing, both had Sufi teachers for their fathers, and both became teachers in their own right, although Rumi was by far a more public figure. Najat ran no school and founded no order, instead he mentored individuals who (his poetry seems to suggest) just “showed up” and asked to be instructed.

Both lived in Konya, but while Rumi was an immigrant from what we now call Afghanistan, Najat was a local. Both were Sufis, but only Rumi’s order spins—we do not know Najat’s lineage, but he never mentions sema (spinning as a form of prayer), so it is safe to assume he was not a Mevlani (a member of Rumi’s order).

Other similarities between them concern the poetry itself. While Rumi wrote in Persian, Najat wrote in his own late medieval Turkish vernacular. Yet both are concerned with the relationship between the soul and Allah (and the ultimate identity of one with the other). Both are free-thinkers, their language seeming often scandalous, blasphemous, or, at times, cryptic. They are both humorous at times (and know it) and an earnest playfulness is evident in the writings of both poets. Najat, however, is less overtly devotional than Rumi. he plays his divine love affair closer to the caftan, so to speak. He can gush, at times, but his is not the geyser that Rumi is.

Najat’s relationship with the Beloved seems more contentious, sometimes angry or resentful, at turns tentative and abandoned. But for all his vicissitudes, he is always sincere. Because of this, he gives us something unique that, while present in other poets, is far more pronounced in Najat’s writing: a transgressive, critical approach to faith that is both questioning and embracing at the same time.

One more similarity with Rumi is worth noting: the quality of their poems is wildly uneven. For that reason alone, it seemed wise to collect my favorites among Najat’s verse instead of doing a “complete” edition, since some of the poems would tax even the most eager readers of Sufi poetry.
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