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Translator’s Note

This edition presents a new, original English translation of Madonna in a Fur Coat, prepared with great care to remain faithful to the emotional depth and quiet intensity of Sabahattin Ali’s prose. My goal has been to preserve the tone and psychological nuance of the original while offering an accessible and natural reading experience for contemporary readers.



About the Author

SABAHATTIN ALI (1907–1948) was a prominent Turkish novelist, short-story writer, and poet. His works are known for their psychological insight, social awareness, and lyrical clarity. Madonna in a Fur Coat remains his most beloved and internationally acclaimed novel, praised for its exploration of solitude, identity, and the fragile nature of human connection.

About the Translator

OMER OZKAY is a bilingual Turkish–English translator and educator specializing in modern Turkish literature. His work focuses on bringing emotionally rich and culturally significant Turkish novels to English-speaking readers through faithful yet contemporary translations.

Among all the people I have ever met, there is one who has perhaps left the deepest mark on me.  Even after months have passed, I still haven’t been able to free myself from his influence.  Whenever I am alone, the calm face of Raif Efendi comes to mind—his distant, almost detached look, and yet, when he encounters someone, a gaze that seems to want to smile in quiet surprise. And yet, he was not an extraordinary man.  On the contrary, he was quite ordinary—one of those people without any special qualities, the kind we see by the hundreds every day without ever truly noticing.  There was nothing in his life, whether known or unknown to us, that could stir curiosity.  When we come across such people, we can’t help but ask ourselves:  Why do they live? What pleasure do they find in living? What reason, what force compels them to wander about and keep drawing breath on this earth?But when we think this way, we only look at their outer shells.  We forget that these people have minds of their own—minds that, willingly or not, continue to think, and therefore harbor inner worlds unique to them.  Instead of assuming they have no soul simply because they do not reveal it, if we were to look upon them with simple human curiosity, we might discover unexpected things—hidden depths that might truly astonish us.  But most people prefer to seek only what they already expect to find. Finding a hero to descend a well known to house a dragon is far easier than finding a man brave enough to enter one whose depths are utterly unknown. My closer acquaintance with Raif Efendi came purely by chance.

After my lowly bank job ended—why, I still don’t know; they said “cutbacks,” yet hired someone new a week later—I hunted work in Ankara for months. The few coins in my pocket carried me through summer; but winter loomed, ending couch-surfing in friends’ rooms. I couldn’t even renew my week-expiring meal ticket. Rejections from jobs I knew I wouldn’t get still stung; refusals from shops where I’d secretly applied as a clerk left me wandering the streets late, miserable. Even at occasional invited drinks I couldn’t forget my hopelessness. Strangest: the worse my need, the harder tomorrow became, the more my shyness grew. Old acquaintances I’d once asked for leads without shame—I now ducked past on the street, head down. Friends I’d borrowed from freely—I changed toward them too. When they asked, “How’s it going?” I forced a clumsy smile: “Not bad... picking up odd jobs,” then fled. The more I needed people, the more I needed to escape them.

One evening I walked slowly along the quiet road between the station and Sergi Evi, hoping the crisp autumn air would lift my mood. The sun, reflected in the windows of the People’s House, streaked the white marble with crimson. A faint haze—steam or dust—I couldn’t tell—hung above the acacia trees and young pines. Workers returning from a construction site, in ragged clothes, backs slightly bowed, walking in silence, moved along the road. The asphalt itself bore faint traces of car tires. Everything seemed content with its own existence.  Each thing accepted the world exactly as it was.  And so, there was nothing left for me to do but the same. Just then, a car sped past me. When I turned my head, I thought I recognized the face behind the window.  Indeed, after moving a few steps forward, the car stopped, the door opened, and my old school friend Hamdi leaned out, calling my name.

I walked up to him.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Nowhere, just walking around,” I replied.

“Come on, let’s go to my place,” he said, and without waiting for my answer, made room beside him.

On the way, he told me that he had just returned from touring the factories of the company he worked for.

“I’d sent a telegram to let them know I was coming home. They must have made some preparations. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have dared invite you,” he said.

I laughed.

Since the day I left the bank, I hadn’t seen Hamdi. He was the assistant manager at a company that dealt in machinery as well as forestry and lumber. I knew he was earning well. During my unemployment, I’d stayed away for one simple reason: I feared he’d assume I was there to beg, not to ask for a job.


“Are you still at the bank?” he asked.

“No, I left,” I said.

He looked at me in surprise.

“So, where are you working now?”

I replied reluctantly, “Nowhere.”



He gave me a quick once-over, his eyes lingering on my clothes. Then, as if relieved he hadn’t misjudged by inviting me, he smiled warmly, touched my shoulder, and said,

We’ll talk tonight. Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out.”

He seemed confident and perfectly at ease — the kind of man who now had the comfort of helping others. I couldn’t help 

feeling a pang of envy.

He lived in a small but pleasant house. His wife was rather plain, yet somehow charming. They kissed openly in front of me without the slightest embarrassment. Hamdi left me alone to take a bath. 

Since he hadn’t introduced me to his wife, I was left standing awkwardly in the middle of the room, unsure what to do. She stood by the door, stealing glances at me. After a brief hesitation, she seemed to consider saying “Please, have a seat,” butdecided against it and quietly walked out.I couldn’t make sense of how Hamdi — once so precise, organized, and successful because of those very traits — could leave me standing there like that. Perhaps this was common among people who rose to important positions: a deliberate kind of indifference toward their old, outdated friends. Then came the other familiar pattern — calling someone “you” instead of “sir,” interrupting them mid-sentence, asking random questions — all in a tone that seemed perfectly natural, even kind. I had seen this kind of behavior so often lately that I could neither resent Hamdi nor feel hurt. I simply thought of leaving quietly. Just then, an old village woman in a white apron, headscarf, and darned black stockings, came in silently with the coffee. I sat down on one of the navy-blue armchairs with a silken pattern and looked around. The walls were covered with family and celebrity photographs. In one corner stood a small bookcase — clearly belonging to his wife — filled with cheap novels and fashion magazines. The albums stacked neatly under the smoking table looked well-worn from being handled by guests. Not knowing what else to do, I picked one up, but before I could open it, Hamdi appeared in the doorway. He was combing his wet hair with one hand and buttoning the collar of his shirt with the other.

“So,” he said, “how are you? Tell me everything!”


“Nothing much... as I said,” I replied.



He seemed genuinely pleased to have run into me — perhaps because my presence allowed him to show off his success, or maybe because, seeing the state I was in, he could secretly feel grateful that he was no longer like me. Strangely enough, when misfortune befalls those we’ve walked beside in life, we often feel an odd sense of relief, as if we’ve somehow escaped that fate ourselves. And we approach them with a false kind of pity, as though they were suffering in our place. That was how Hamdi seemed to treat me.

“Still writing these days?” he asked.


“Sometimes... poems, short stories,” I said.

“Does it do you any good at least?”



I smiled again. He, however, went on, “Oh, come on, forget all that nonsense,” and began lecturing me about the realities of practical life — how things like literature were useless, even harmful. He spoke without the slightest thought that I might respond or argue back, as if he were giving advice to a child. His ease came from his confidence, from the comfort of success. And I, knowing how foolish it must have looked, kept listening with a faint, awkward smile — the kind of smile that only made him feel even more assured of himself.

“Come by tomorrow morning,” he said. “We’ll think of something. You’re a smart kid, I know that. You were never too hardworking, but that’s alright. Life teaches a man many things. Come early, see me!”

While he spoke, he seemed to have completely forgotten that he’d once been one of the laziest students at school. Or perhaps he remembered, but spoke so freely because he knew I wouldn’t remind him of it.

When he rose from his chair, I quickly stood up as well and reached out my hand.

“I should be going now,” I said.

“Why so soon? Well, if you must...”

I’d completely forgotten his dinner invitation — and clearly, he had too.


At the door, as I picked up my hat, I said,

“Give my regards to your wife.”

“Of course, of course! Just drop by tomorrow. Don’t worry, my friend,” he said, patting me on the back.



Outside, the evening had already fallen; the street lamps were glowing softly. I took a deep breath. Though the air was dusty, it felt fresh and strangely comforting. I began to walk slowly.

The next day, around noon, I went to Hamdi’s office. The truth is, when I left his house the previous night, I had no real intention of doing so. After all, he hadn’t even given me a clear promise — only the same polite, empty words I had heard so often from well-meaning benefactors: “We’ll see, we’ll think of something.” And yet, I went. Not out of hope, but out of a quiet urge to humiliate myself a little further. As if a voice inside me whispered, “You listened to him last night, you endured his patronizing tone — now finish the part you started. You deserve this.”

The clerk led me into a small waiting room. When I finally entered Hamdi’s office, I felt that same foolish smile spread across my face again — and I was ashamed of it.

Hamdi was busy with piles of papers and employees coming in and out. Without shaking my hand, he nodded toward a chair and waited for me to sit. I sat silently. Facing him now, I truly felt as though he were my superior — even my protector. In that moment, I thought I deserved his indifference; it was the natural consequence of my own submission. How strange it was — in just twelve hours, an immense distance had opened between two people who had once shared the same classroom.

How absurd, how shallow, and how inhuman were the unspoken rules that govern our relationships! Neither of us had truly changed; we were still the same two people. Yet a handful of small, trivial details we’d learned about each other had driven us apart.

The strangest thing was that both of us accepted this change as if it were perfectly natural.My resentment wasn’t directed at Hamdi, nor at myself — it was toward the simple fact of being there, sitting across from him.

Once the room had grown completely quiet, my friend looked up.

“You’ve got a job!” he announced. Then, fixing me with that confident, meaningful stare, he added, “Well, I actually invented one for you. Nothing strenuous. You’ll keep an eye on things at a few banks—ours especially. A sort of liaison between the company and the banks. In your spare time you can sit inside and do whatever you like... write poetry, if you want. I’ve spoken to the manager; we’ll appoint you. For now we can’t offer much—forty, maybe fifty lira—but it’ll go up later. There you go, congratulations!” 

Without rising, he stretched out his hand. I stepped forward and thanked him. The look on his face was the genuine satisfaction of someone who has just done a good deed. I told myself he wasn’t a bad man, only fulfilling the duties of his position; perhaps I simply wanted to believe that.  But when I stepped into the corridor, I stopped. For a long while I wavered between going to the room I’d been shown and simply leaving. Then, head bowed, I began walking slowly. Turning to the first janitor I saw, I asked, “Which is Translator Raif Efendi’s room?” The man gestured vaguely toward a door. Once he was gone, I stopped again. Why couldn’t I just walk away? Was I afraid of giving up forty lira? Or of offending Hamdi? No. The real reason was months of unemployment; the terror of having nowhere to go, no idea where to look next... and perhaps a cowardice that had settled deep inside me. That was what kept me lingering in the dim corridor, waiting for the next janitor to pass.  

At last I pushed open a random door and saw Raif Efendi inside. I had never met him before, yet the moment I caught sight of him bent over his desk, I knew who he was. Later I wondered where that certainty had come from. Hamdi had said, “We’ve had a desk put in Translator Raif Efendi’s room for you. He’s a quiet, gentle, harmless fellow.” And in an age when everyone addressed each other as “sir” or “madam,” he still spoke of him as *efendi*. The image those words had planted in my mind matched the gray-haired, thick-spectacled, unshaven man before me so perfectly that I stepped inside without hesitation and asked the figure who now raised his head and regarded me with absent eyes: 

“Are you Raif Efendi?”

He studied my face for a moment, then answered in a soft, almost timid voice:

“Yes, that’s me. You must be the new clerk. They just set up your desk. Please, come in—welcome.”

I sat down. My eyes drifted over the pale ink stains and scratches on the tabletop. As one does upon first meeting a stranger, I wanted to study my new office mate in secret, to form those first—and probably mistaken—impressions. But he seemed entirely unaware of it; he simply lowered his head again and went on working as though I weren’t there at all.

The silence lasted until noon. By then I had begun openly studying him. The crown of his short hair was starting to thin. Fine lines ran from beneath his small ears down to his jaw. His long, slender fingers moved among the papers with ease, translating without effort. Every now and then, when a word eluded him, he would lift his head as if thinking; whenever our eyes met, a faint smile touched his face. Seen from the side or from above he looked old, but in those moments of smiling a startling innocence and childlike quality settled over his features. His yellowed, neatly trimmed moustache only deepened that impression.

At lunchtime I noticed he did not stand up. Instead he took a paper-wrapped sandwich and a small tin from his drawer and began to eat.  “Enjoy your meal,” I said, and left the room.

For days we sat facing each other in the same office yet barely spoke. I had already met most of the clerks in the other departments; some I even joined in the evenings for backgammon at the coffeehouse. From them I learned that Raif Efendi was one of the company’s oldest employees. He had been translating at the bank we were now attached to even before the company existed. No one could remember exactly when he had arrived. They said he had a large family and scraped by on his salary. Despite his seniority, the company—generous as it was with money—had never raised his pay. When I asked why, the younger clerks laughed: “He’s lazy, that’s why. Frankly, we’re not even sure he knows German properly.”Later, though, I realized he knew German exceptionally well. He translated technical documents from foreign languages without the slightest difficulty. He could effortlessly render texts describing the properties of ash and fir timber arriving from Yugoslavia’s port of Sušak, or explaining the mechanics of railway-tie boring machines; the specifications and contracts he translated from Turkish into German were signed by the manager without a moment’s hesitation. In his spare moments I had seen him open his drawer, take out a book, and read it without removing it fully. One day, curiosity got the better of me. “What’s that, Mr. Raif?” I asked. He flushed as if caught red-handed, stammered, “Nothing... just a German novel,” and snapped the drawer shut. Yet no one in the company wanted to believe he truly knew a foreign language. Perhaps they were right; there was nothing in his manner that suggested a “linguist.” Not a single foreign word ever slipped from his lips. No foreign newspaper or magazine was ever seen in his hand or pocket. In short, he was not one of those who shout, “I speak foreign languages!” His refusal to ask for a raise despite his skill, his failure to look for a better job—all of it reinforced that judgment.

Every morning he arrived exactly on time, ate his lunch in the office, and in the evening, after a quick errand or two, went straight home. Despite my repeated invitations, he never once agreed to join us at the coffeehouse. “They’re waiting for me at home,” he said. I imagined him a happy family man, eager to return to wife and children. But I would soon learn that was far from the truth—though that is a story for later. Even this steady, quiet diligence couldn’t shield him from criticism. Whenever Hamdi spotted the tiniest typing error in Raif Efendi’s translations, he would summon him at once—sometimes even storming into our room to scold him. Hamdi, who treated the other clerks with caution, knew Raif Efendi would never talk back. What could be more satisfying than testing one’s power and authority on another human being? Especially when, for certain delicate reasons, that opportunity could only be seized with specific individuals.

Raif Efendi fell ill from time to time and stayed home. Most were nothing more than a common cold. Yet a severe bout of pneumonia years earlier had turned him into an extraordinarily cautious man. At the first hint of a sniffle he shut himself indoors; when he did go out, he layered himself in woolen undershirts. At the office he never allowed the window to be opened, and in the evenings he left only after wrapping a scarf around his neck and ears, collar turned up, in his thick but threadbare coat. Even when sick he never let his work slide; documents needing translation were sent to his home by messenger and returned within hours. Still, the manager and Hamdi always carried the same condescending air: “Look, we haven’t fired you despite your frail state.” They didn’t bother hiding it. When he returned after a few days’ absence, they greeted him with a barbed “Get well soon”: “We do hope you’re fully recovered now, don’t we?”

By then I, too, had begun to find Raif Efendi tiresome. I hardly spent time at the company anyway. With my briefcase in hand I roamed banks and government offices, dropping by my desk now and then to sort papers or brief the manager or his assistant. But the man across from me—sitting almost motionless, translating or silently reading his “German novel” from the drawer—was starting to feel like a bore. I believed that anyone carrying something inside them had to let it show somehow. Raif Efendi’s silence and detachment gave me the impression that he carried only a vegetable existence inside him. Every morning he arrived, did his translations, read books in a way I couldn’t understand, then shopped for groceries and went home. Most likely, these identical days had been repeating themselves for years. The only variation came when he fell ill. According to the others, nothing had ever excited him. He met even the most unjust accusations from his superiors with the same calm, expressionless gaze; whether handing translations to the typists or taking them back, he never let that unchanging, meaningless smile slip from his face.

One day, because the typists had ignored Raif Efendi and a translation was late, Hamdi stormed into the room in a fury and began shouting:  

“How much longer do we have to wait? I said it was urgent, I said I was leaving! The letter from the Hungarian company still isn’t translated!”

Raif Efendi rose quickly from his chair.  

“It’s finished, sir. The ladies couldn’t type it. They were given other work,” he said.

“Didn’t I tell you which one took priority?”

“Yes, sir. I told them too,” he replied quietly.

Hamdi roared louder:  

“Instead of answering back, do your job!”

Then he slammed the door and left. 

Raif Efendi immediately followed him into the typists’ room—to plead.

Throughout the whole scene Hamdi hadn’t once glanced at me. I glared at him in anger. When Raif Efendi returned, he sat down again as if nothing had happened. On his face was that unshakable calm—both startling and infuriating. He reached for a sheet of paper and began drawing with a pencil. At first I thought it was idle scribbling. But the care in his movements, the measured precision, made it clear this was no nervous fidgeting. A faint smile even touched the corners of his mouth. From his expression it was obvious he was pleased with what he saw as he squinted at it. Finally he set down the pencil and gazed long at the sheet he had drawn. I couldn’t take my eyes off it either. A moment later his expression shifted; it was as if he pitied someone. When he stood and stepped out, I couldn’t resist. I hurried to his desk, snatched up the paper, and froze at what I saw.

There, on a scrap no bigger than a palm, was Hamdi! Just a few simple lines, yet his entire personality was captured. Others might not have caught the likeness at once, but for anyone who had just witnessed Hamdi roaring in the room, mistake was impossible. That animal fury, that crass ignorance—his eyes seemed shrunk in helpless rage, as if trying to bore through anything they fixed on; his face, with nostrils flared wide, looked even wilder. Yes, this was the very Hamdi who had shaken the room minutes ago—laid bare, soul and all. What stunned me most was how these plain strokes could reveal a truth I had failed to grasp for months. I had sometimes tried to excuse Hamdi, sometimes dismissed him. I kept confusing the man he truly was with the persona his position granted him, unable to untangle the two. Yet with a few pencil marks Raif Efendi had shown me what I couldn’t see: even beneath that savage expression lay a pitiable weakness. Nowhere has the alliance of cruelty and wretchedness been displayed so openly. It was as if I were truly meeting my ten-year friend for the first time today.

In the same instant I began to understand Raif Efendi too. Now I knew the reason for his unshakable calm. Could someone who read people with such profound intuition ever be angry with them? Such understanding rendered anger needless. All our anger, resentment, and disappointment spring from the sides we fail to see. For someone who knows exactly what to expect from others, nothing ever comes as a surprise. Overnight, Raif Efendi became fascinating to me again. Yet contradictions still swirled in my mind. The sketch in my hand was far too skilled to be an amateur’s work. Behind those lines lay not just a sharp eye, but a hand that had spent years drawing.

The door opened. I tried to drop the paper back on the desk, but I was too late. Raif Efendi walked in holding the typed pages. Flushing slightly, I muttered, “What a beautiful drawing...”

I expected him to be startled. Instead he took the sheet with his usual distant, dreamy smile. 

“I dabbled in art years ago,” he said. “Every now and then my hand remembers and scribbles something. As you see—nothing important. Just to kill boredom.”

Then he crumpled the paper and tossed it in the bin. 

“The typists rushed it this time,” he murmured. “There might be mistakes, but if I check now Hamdi Bey will only get angrier. And he’d be right... Better hand it over straight away.”

I watched him leave. Under my breath I echoed:

“Yes... he’s right, he’s right...”

From then on, even Raif Efendi’s smallest gesture, his most ordinary habit, caught my eye. I seized every chance to talk, to glimpse something of his inner world. He acted as if he hadn’t noticed my sudden interest. His manner toward me stayed polite
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