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PREFACE

Sabahattin Ali is one of the greatest literary and intellectual figures that Turkiye has ever produced. But why is such a remarkable writer not recognized among the world’s most renowned authors?

Answering this question is not easy. For an Eastern writer, gaining a place among the classics of world literature is always challenging. There are both local and international reasons for this. However, in my opinion, the biggest reason is that Sabahattin Ali faced great injustices in his own country. So much so that even a peaceful death was denied to him.

Among the many stories and novels he wrote, I believe his most extraordinary work is Madonna in a Fur Coat. This novel is not only one of Sabahattin Ali’s finest works but also one of the most valuable pieces of Turkish literature, securing its rightful place in the literary world.

Madonna in a Fur Coat is a masterpiece that delves into themes of loneliness, love, and the depths of the human soul. The novel tells the story of Raif Efendi, who appears to be an ordinary civil servant but carries within him a hidden past shaped by a great love. His short yet profoundly emotional relationship with Maria Puder marks the most significant turning point of his life. Sabahattin Ali does not portray love as a mere romantic fairy tale; instead, he presents it in its most fragile and real form.

Behind Raif Efendi’s silent and introverted demeanor lies an entirely different life. His love for Maria Puder is not just a love story; it is also a journey of self-discovery, resilience, and the struggle against disappointment. With his simple yet profound storytelling, Sabahattin Ali draws the reader into Raif Efendi’s inner world, making them question the most intimate emotions of human existence.

Even today, Madonna in a Fur Coat continues to reach a wide readership, proving itself to be a timeless novel that resonates with the human soul. This novel stands as one of the most compelling examples of Sabahattin Ali’s masterful storytelling.

Soner Dursun

Madonna in a Fur Coat

Up to now, one of the people I have ever met, one has had perhaps the greatest influence on me. Even though months have passed, I still cannot free myself from this influence. Whenever I find myself alone with my thoughts, the innocent face of Raif Efendi, his somewhat distant gaze from the world, yet still desiring to smile when encountering people, appears before my eyes. However, he was not an extraordinary man at all. In fact, he was quite ordinary—one of those people with no distinctive features, whom we see by the hundreds every day and pass by without a second glance. There was certainly nothing intriguing about either the known or unknown aspects of his life. When we see such people, we often ask ourselves: “Why do they even live? What do they find in life? What logic, what wisdom commands them to roam the earth and breathe?” But while thinking about this, we only look at the exterior of these people; we never consider that they also have minds inside their heads—minds that are condemned to function whether they want to or not—and as a result, they must have an inner world of their own. Instead of assuming that they do not truly live simply because they do not reveal the manifestations of this world, if we were to approach it with the simplest human curiosity and wonder about this unknown realm, we might discover things we never expected and encounter riches we never anticipated. However, people tend to prefer investigating things they can predict rather than those that remain unknown. It is certainly easier to find a hero willing to descend into a well known to be inhabited by a dragon than to find someone courageous enough to explore a well whose depths are completely unknown. My deeper acquaintance with Raif Efendi was purely a matter of chance. 

After being dismissed from my small position at a bank—I still do not know why, as they told me it was for budget cuts, yet they hired someone else within a week—I spent a long time searching for work in Ankara. My few remaining coins allowed me to get through the summer without hardship, but with winter approaching, I could no longer continue sleeping on couches in my friends' rooms. I also had no means to renew my meal card, which was set to expire in a week. I didn’t even have enough money left for that. Even though I knew there was no hope, I still took many entrance exams, and when I inevitably failed, I somehow still felt disappointed. When I secretly applied for sales positions at various stores and received rejection after rejection, I wandered the streets in despair until midnight. Even at the occasional drinking gatherings where I was invited by acquaintances, I could not forget the hopelessness of my situation.

Strangely, the more my troubles grew and my needs became impossible to meet even from one day to the next, the more my shyness and embarrassment increased. When I happened to run into acquaintances on the street—people I had previously approached for help in finding a job and who had not treated me badly—I would lower my head and walk past them quickly. Even with friends whom I had once freely asked for meals and borrowed money from without hesitation, I had changed. When they asked, “How are things going?” I would force an awkward smile and reply, “Not too bad... I find occasional temporary jobs here and there,” before immediately making my escape. The more I needed people, the stronger my urge became to avoid them.

One day, in the late afternoon, I was walking slowly along the secluded road between the station and Sergievi, trying to breathe in the magnificent autumn of Ankara and create an optimistic mood in my soul. The sun, reflecting off the windows of the People's House, cast a blood-red glow onto the white marble building, while a mist—whether steam or dust, it was unclear—rose above the acacia trees and young pine saplings. Laborers returning from a construction site walked silently, slightly hunched over, in their tattered clothes. The asphalt road stretched ahead, marked with scattered tire tracks. Everything seemed content with its existence. Everything accepted everything else just as it was. In that case, there was nothing left for me to do but follow suit.

Just then, a car sped past me. When I turned my head, I thought I recognized the face behind the window. Indeed, a few steps ahead, the car stopped, its door opened, and my old school friend Hamdi stuck his head out and called for me.

I approached.

"Where are you going?" he asked.

"Nowhere in particular, just wandering around."

"Come, let's go to my place!"

Without waiting for my response, he made space for me beside him.

On the way, he told me that he had been visiting some factories for the company he worked for:

"I sent a telegram to my wife about my arrival, so she must have made some preparations. Otherwise, I wouldn't have dared to invite you!" he said.

I laughed.

I hadn't seen Hamdi since I left the bank. I knew he was now the assistant manager of a company dealing with machinery commissions, as well as forestry and lumber trade, and that he was earning quite well. I hadn't approached him when I was unemployed, precisely for that reason—I was afraid he would think I had come not to ask for a job but to request financial help.

"Are you still at the bank?" he asked.

"No, I left," I replied.

He was surprised.

"Where are you working now?"

Unwilingly, I answered, "I'm unemployed."

He scanned me from head to toe, observing my attire. Apparently, he didn’t regret inviting me to his home, as he patted my shoulder with a friendly smile and said:

"We talk about it tonight and find a solution, don’t worry!"

He seemed pleased with himself and confident. It appeared that he had reached a position where he could afford the luxury of helping old acquaintances. I envied him.

He lived in a small but charming house. His wife, though somewhat plain in appearance, was warm and friendly. They kissed in front of me without hesitation. Hamdi left me alone and went to freshen up.

Since he hadn’t introduced me to his wife, I stood awkwardly in the middle of the living room, unsure of what to do. She lingered by the door, discreetly observing me. After a moment’s thought, she seemed to consider saying, "Please, have a seat," but ultimately decided it wasn’t necessary and quietly left the room.

I wondered why Hamdi, who was usually meticulous about social etiquette and credited much of his success to such attentiveness, had suddenly left me in such an uncomfortable situation. I realized that an essential habit of people who attain important positions was this kind of deliberate absentmindedness toward old friends who had fallen behind. Another habit was suddenly adopting a fatherly and condescending tone, addressing those they once called "you" with a familiar "you" instead, interrupting their words to ask irrelevant questions, and doing so with a smile filled with benevolence and pity.

I had encountered this behavior so often lately that it didn’t even occur to me to be angry or offended at Hamdi. I only thought about leaving unnoticed to escape the discomfort. But at that moment, an elderly peasant woman, wearing a white apron and headscarf, entered soundlessly and brought coffee.

I sat on a navy blue armchair embroidered with golden flowers and looked around. The walls were adorned with family and celebrity photographs. In a corner, a bookshelf—apparently belonging to his wife—held a few cheap novels and fashion magazines. A pile of photo albums, seemingly worn from frequent use by visitors, was stacked under a small table. Since I didn’t know what else to do, I picked one up. Before I could open it, Hamdi appeared at the door, combing his damp hair with one hand and buttoning his open-collared white shirt with the other.

"Well, how have you been? Tell me!" he asked.

"Nothing new... As I said earlier."

He seemed pleased to have run into me—perhaps because he could show off his success or because seeing my struggles reassured him that he was doing well.

For some reason, when we see people we once walked alongside in life facing difficulties, we feel a strange relief, as if we ourselves have narrowly escaped similar misfortunes. And we feel compelled to show them sympathy, as if they have taken on the burdens that could have fallen on us.

Hamdi seemed to speak to me with this very sentiment.

"Are you still writing?" he asked.

"Now and then... Poetry, short stories."

"Does it benefit you in any way?"

I laughed again.

"Forget about such things, my friend!" he said, dismissing literature as a meaningless pursuit beyond school life, something impractical in the real world.

He spoke as if offering advice to a child, never considering that I might respond or argue. He was confident, drawing his authority from his success in life. I listened with a foolish smile, fully aware of how idiotic I must have looked, and my passive demeanor only encouraged him further.

"Come see me tomorrow morning," he said. "We'll figure something out. You’re smart, I know that. You weren’t very hardworking, but that doesn’t matter. Life and necessity teach people many things... Don’t forget—come early and see me!"

He had completely forgotten that he, too, had been among the laziest in school. Or perhaps he spoke so confidently because he knew I wouldn’t call him out on it.

He made a move to get up, so I immediately stood and extended my hand:

"I should go now."

"Why? It's still early... But, as you wish!"

I had forgotten that he had invited me to dinner. Only at that moment did I remember, but he seemed to have completely forgotten.

As I reached the door and grabbed my hat, I said, "My regards to your wife."

"Of course, of course. Just don’t forget to come tomorrow! Don’t worry, my friend!" he said, patting my back.

When I stepped outside, it was already dark, and the street lamps were lit. I took a deep breath. Despite the dust in the air, it felt remarkably fresh and invigorating. I walked slowly.

The next day, around noon, I went to Hamdi’s office.

Although, when I left his house the night before, I had no intention of going. In fact, he hadn’t even made a concrete offer. He had merely sent me off with the same vague words I had heard from every so-called benefactor: "We'll think of something, we'll figure something out."

Yet, I went anyway—not out of hope, but rather out of a strange desire to see myself humbled. It was as if I were telling myself, "You listened quietly last night and let him play the role of a benefactor—now, go through with it. You deserve this!"

A servant first took me to a small waiting room. When I finally entered Hamdi’s office, I felt that same foolish smile on my face again, and I despised myself for it.

He was busy with piles of papers and waves of clerks coming in and out. Without looking up, he gestured to a chair. I sat without shaking his hand, feeling truly subordinate, as if he were my superior—no, my benefactor. The twelve hours that had passed since last night had created a vast chasm between us! How ridiculous, how outwardly empty, and especially how little to do with the actual humanity, were the factors that regulated relations between people... 

Neither Hamdi nor I had really changed since last night; we were still who we were; yet some of the things he had learned about me, and I about him, some small things, some details, had taken us in different directions... The strange thing was that we both accepted this change as it was and found it natural. My anger was not at Hamdi, not at myself, but only at my presence here. At a moment when the room was quiet, my friend raised his head:

“I got you a job!” Then, fixing his bold and meaningful eyes on my face, he added: “I mean, I invented a job, nothing strenuous. You will follow our business in some banks and especially in our own bank... It's almost like a liaison officer between the company and the banks... In your free time, you sit inside and take care of your own business... Write as much poetry as you want... I've spoken to the manager, we'll transfer you... But we won't give you much for now: Forty-fifty liras... Of course it will increase in the future. Let's see!... Good luck!” 

He extended his hand without rising from his seat. I stepped closer and thanked him. On his face, there was a genuine satisfaction from having done me a kindness. I thought that he was not such a bad person after all, that he was merely fulfilling the requirements of his position, and that perhaps this was genuinely necessary.

However, once outside, I paused for a while in the corridor, hesitating between going to the room he had directed me to and simply leaving the place altogether. Then, slowly, with my head lowered, I took a few steps forward and asked the first attendant I encountered where Translator Raif Efendi’s office was. The man vaguely pointed to a door with his hand and walked away.

I stopped again. Why couldn’t I just leave? Was I unable to sacrifice a forty-lira salary? Or was I afraid of committing an offense against Hamdi? Was I hesitating out of fear of taking action? No! Months of unemployment, the uncertainty of where to go or where to look for a job after leaving this place... And the complete despair that had already taken hold of me... These were the things that kept me standing in that dimly lit corridor, waiting for another attendant to pass by.

At last, I randomly pushed open a door and saw Raif Efendi inside. I had never met him before. Yet, the moment I saw the man hunched over his desk, I instinctively knew it could be no one else. Later, I wondered where this certainty had come from. Hamdi had told me:

“I had a desk placed for you in our German translator Raif Efendi’s office. He is a quiet, harmless man, practically a relic. He wouldn’t hurt a soul.”

And at a time when everyone was addressed as "Mr." or "Mrs.," Hamdi still referred to him as “Efendi.” Perhaps the image formed in my mind by this description so closely resembled the man I now saw—graying hair, tortoiseshell glasses, an unshaven face—that I stepped inside without hesitation.

As he lifted his head and looked at me with vacant eyes, I asked:

“You are Raif Efendi, aren’t you?”

He studied me for a moment. Then, in a soft and almost timid voice, he replied:

“Yes, that’s me. And you must be the new officer assigned to us. Your desk was just set up a little while ago. Please, come in. Welcome!”

I sat down on the chair and began observing the faded ink stains and lines on the desk. As was customary when sitting across from a stranger, I intended to secretly examine my new office companion, stealing glances to form my first— and undoubtedly incorrect— impressions about him. However, I quickly realized that he had no such curiosity. He simply lowered his head back to his work and carried on as if I were not even in the room.

This continued until noon. By then, I no longer hesitated to look directly at him. The top of his short-cropped hair was beginning to thin. Wrinkles extended from beneath his small ears down to his neck. His long, slender fingers moved between the papers in front of him, translating without any apparent difficulty. Occasionally, he would pause, as if searching for a word, and lift his eyes. When our gazes met, a faint expression, almost like a smile, flickered across his face.

Although he looked quite old from the side or from above, his face—especially in those moments when he nearly smiled—had an astonishingly pure and childlike expression. His pale mustache, trimmed short at the ends, only reinforced this impression.

As noon approached and people left for lunch, I noticed that he did not move from his place. Instead, he opened one of his desk drawers and took out a loaf of bread wrapped in paper and a small metal lunchbox. 

"Enjoy your meal!" I said as I left the room.

Despite sitting across from each other in the same office for days, we hardly spoke. Meanwhile, I had gotten to know many of the other employees from different departments; in fact, by late afternoon, I had even started going out with some of them to play backgammon at a café.

From what I learned, Raif Efendi was one of the company’s oldest employees. Long before this company was even established, he had worked as a translator for the bank to which we were now affiliated. No one could remember exactly when he had started. It was said that he had a rather large family to support and that he barely managed to make ends meet on his salary.

When I asked why the company—despite its habit of generously handing out money to others—had never given him a raise despite his seniority, the younger employees laughed and said, “Because he's a simpleton! We're not even sure if he really knows the language properly.”

However, I later discovered that he knew German exceptionally well and that his translations were both accurate and elegantly done. He could easily translate letters regarding the quality of ash and fir timber arriving via the Susak port in Yugoslavia or the operational details and spare parts of traverse drilling machines. The company director would send out the specifications and contracts he translated from Turkish to German without a second thought.

During his idle moments, I noticed that he would open his desk drawer and stare into it absently, as if lost in thought. Sometimes, he would take out a small notebook from his pocket and jot down a few lines. and one day, I asked, 

“What is that, Raif Bey?”

He blushed as if caught doing something wrong and stammered, “Nothing... just a novel in German,” before quickly shutting the drawer.

Despite this, no one in the company believed he could actually know a foreign language. Perhaps they had a point—his demeanor never suggested he was a linguist. He never uttered foreign words in conversation, never spoke about knowing another language, and was never seen carrying foreign newspapers or magazines. In short, he lacked the air of those people who, with their entire being, seemed to proclaim, “We know French!”

The fact that he never asked for a raise based on his knowledge or sought better-paying jobs only reinforced this perception.

He arrived at work precisely on time every morning, ate lunch in his office, and went straight home after running a few small errands in the evening. Despite my repeated invitations, he never agreed to join us at the café. “They wait for me at home,” he said.

I thought to myself, He must be a devoted family man, eager to reunite with his wife and children as soon as possible. Later, I realized this was far from the truth, but I will talk about that in due time.

His diligence and routine did not shield him from being belittled at the office. Hamdi, for example, would summon him whenever he found the smallest typing error in his translations. Sometimes, he would even storm into our office to scold him. Hamdi was always cautious when dealing with other employees—after all, most of them had connections or received some form of favoritism. But with Raif Efendi, he knew he could get away with anything. That’s why he berated him so harshly, even for something as minor as a translation being delayed by a few hours.

What could be more intoxicating than exerting authority over someone of one’s own kind? Especially when the opportunity to do so is selectively granted, dictated by unseen calculations and hidden interests.

Raif Efendi often fell ill and missed work. Most of the time, it was just minor colds, but he claimed to have suffered a lung infection years ago, which made him extra cautious. At the slightest sign of illness, he would shut himself indoors, wear multiple layers of wool undergarments when he did go out, refuse to let anyone open a window in the office, and wrap scarves around his neck and ears before heading home in the evening—his thick but somewhat worn coat’s collar turned up high.

Even when he was sick, he never neglected his work. Documents needing translation were sent to his house by an office boy, and within a few hours, they were retrieved. Yet, the way the director and Hamdi treated him always carried an unspoken message: Look, despite your frail and whiny nature, we still let you keep your job.

They never hesitated to throw this in his face. Every time he returned after an absence, they would greet him with sarcastic remarks like, “So? Hopefully, you’re all better now?”

By this point, even I had started to find Raif Efendi tiresome. I was rarely at the office myself. I spent most of my time visiting banks and government offices that placed orders with us, carrying my document case from place to place. Occasionally, I would return to my desk to organize paperwork and brief the director or his assistant.

Despite this, whenever I did sit in the office, I found myself increasingly convinced that the man sitting motionless across from me—translating or reading his German novel from his desk drawer—was, in fact, an utterly dull and meaningless creature.

I believed that anyone with real depth could not resist expressing it. If he remained this silent and detached, then surely, I thought, his inner life could not be much different from that of a plant. He was like a machine—coming to work, completing his tasks, reading out of some incomprehensible habit, and returning home in the evening.

Perhaps, in a life made up of endlessly identical days and even years, his occasional bouts of illness were the only real variations.

According to my colleagues, he had always lived this way. No one had ever seen him truly excited. He endured the most unfair accusations from his superiors with the same calm, expressionless gaze. When he handed in his translations or received documents from the typist, he always muttered his requests and thanks with the same meaningless, indifferent smile. One day, once again, Hamdi stormed into our office, shouting over a translation that was delayed simply because the typists didn’t prioritize Raif Efendi’s work.

“How much longer do we have to wait? I told you I have urgent business and need to leave, yet you still haven’t brought me the translation of the letter from the Hungarian company!”

Raif Efendi immediately straightened up in his chair and replied, “I have finished it, sir! The ladies simply haven’t typed it yet. They were given other tasks.”

“Didn’t I tell you this was the most urgent matter?”

“Yes, sir, I told them as well!”

Hamdi shouted even louder, “Instead of answering me, just do the work assigned to you!” Then, he slammed the door and left.

Raif Efendi followed him out, once again going to plead with the typists.

I sat there thinking about Hamdi, who hadn’t even bothered to glance at me during this entire absurd scene. When Raif Efendi returned, he quietly sat back down and lowered his head. His face carried that unshakable calm that was both astonishing and infuriating. He picked up a pencil and began scribbling on a piece of paper. He wasn’t writing—just drawing lines.

But this wasn’t the idle doodling of a nervous man looking for distraction. In fact, just below his yellowish mustache, at the corners of his lips, I thought I saw the faintest hint of a knowing smile. His hand moved slowly over the paper, pausing now and then as he squinted at it, seemingly satisfied with what he saw.

Finally, he set the pencil down and gazed at his drawing for a long time. I had been watching him the whole time. When I noticed a completely new expression on his face—one of pity—I grew even more curious.

As soon as he left the room again, I jumped up and grabbed the paper from his desk. What I saw on it stunned me.

It was Hamdi.

With just a few simple yet masterfully drawn lines, his entire essence was captured. Others might not immediately see the resemblance, and perhaps no individual feature was an exact match, but for anyone who had witnessed Hamdi’s furious outburst just minutes ago, there could be no doubt.

The wide-open, rectangular mouth, brimming with animalistic rage and unspeakable vulgarity... The slitted eyes that seemed to burn with the desire to pierce through what they looked at, yet drowned in their own helplessness... The exaggeratedly flared nostrils stretching across his cheeks, making his face appear even wilder...

Yes, this was Hamdi. More precisely, this was his soul.

But my astonishment didn’t come just from the accuracy of the portrait.

Since joining the company months ago, I had struggled to form a definitive opinion about Hamdi. At times, I tried to excuse him; at other times, I found him utterly contemptible. I kept confusing his true self with the persona given to him by his position. I tried to separate the two, but I only ended up more lost.

Yet now, in just a few strokes, Raif Efendi had laid bare the very essence of Hamdi—the Hamdi I had been searching for but had never been able to see.

Despite all the crude, primitive fury on his face, there was something pitiable about him. The fusion of cruelty and wretchedness had never been so vividly depicted.

It felt as if I were truly seeing my colleague for the first time.

At the same time, this drawing suddenly explained Raif Efendi to me.

Now, I understood his unshakable calm, his strange timidity in his interactions with people. How could someone who saw others so clearly, who could peer straight into their very core, ever be surprised or angered by them?

What else could such a man do but stand like stone in the face of someone flailing around in all their smallness?

All our sorrow, disappointments, and anger come from the aspects of events that are unexpected, incomprehensible.

But how could you shake someone who is prepared for everything and knows exactly what to expect from others?

Raif Efendi had suddenly become fascinating to me again.

Despite the light that had just dawned on me, I sensed contradictions still surrounded him.

The accuracy of the lines on the paper in my hand showed that they weren’t drawn by an amateur. Whoever had made this had to have spent years practicing art. This wasn’t just the work of an observant eye—it was the work of someone who knew how to capture and translate what they saw.

The door opened. I quickly tried to put the paper back on the desk, but I was too late.

As he approached me with the translated letter from the Hungarian company, I murmured apologetically, “It’s a beautiful drawing...”

I expected him to be startled, maybe even afraid that I had uncovered a secret. But nothing of the sort happened.

With his usual distant, absent-minded smile, he took the paper from my hand and said, “Years ago, for a while, I used to dabble in drawing... Sometimes, out of habit, I still sketch a few things. As you can see, just meaningless doodles... Just a way to pass the time.”

Then, he crumpled the drawing in his hand and threw it into the wastepaper basket.

“The typists were in a hurry. I’m sure there are mistakes, but if I check, Hamdi Bey will get even angrier... And he’s right, after all. I’d better go hand it in.”

He left the room again.

I watched him as he walked away.

"He’s right, he’s right...” I muttered under my breath.

From that day on, I became even more intrigued by Raif Efendi.

Even his seemingly insignificant, meaningless actions now piqued my curiosity.

I sought every opportunity to talk to him, to learn something real about who he was.

Yet he pretended not to notice my efforts. He remained polite but always kept a certain distance between us.

No matter how much our outward friendship progressed, inwardly, he remained a closed book.

In fact, the more I saw of his home life, the more my curiosity grew.

Every step I took toward understanding him only led me to more mysteries. The first time I visited his home was during one of his usual illnesses. Hamdi was planning to send a clerk with a document that needed to be translated by the next day.

I said, “Give it to me, I’ll take it to him. It’ll also give me a chance to visit.”

“Alright... Check on him and see what’s going on. This time, he’s been out for quite a while!”

Indeed, this time his illness had lasted longer than usual. He hadn’t been to the office for a week.

One of the clerks gave me directions to his home in İsmetpaşa Mahallesi. It was the middle of winter. As night fell early, I found myself walking through the dimly lit streets, which were nothing like the paved roads of central Ankara. I passed through narrow neighborhoods with broken sidewalks, climbing and descending steep streets. After a long walk, near the outskirts of the city, I turned left and entered a small café to confirm the address.

The house stood alone among piles of stone and sand—a two-story, yellow-painted building. I knew that Raif Efendi lived on the ground floor. I rang the bell.

A twelve-year-old girl answered the door. When I asked for her father, she pursed her lips in a theatrical manner and said, “Come in!”

The inside of the house was nothing like I had imagined. The hallway, which seemed to serve as a dining room, featured a large expandable table and a glass cabinet filled with crystal sets. A fine Sivas rug lay on the floor, and the scent of food drifted in from the kitchen.
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