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In Japan, Turkey is known as a “Japan-loving” country. Indeed, it can be said that many Japanese feel a
certain affinity for Turkey, perhaps even a mild attraction. On the Turkish side, its fondness of Japan can
be traced back to the Meiji period. In the year 1890, the Ertugrul Firkateyni, a vessel of the Osman Imperial
Navy, was shipwrecked on the coast of Kishimoto in Wakayama prefecture. It ran aground in the middle of
the night during a typhoon. More than 500 sailors perished, but due to the efforts of the local villagers right
after the disaster, and the Meiji government in the following weeks, more than 60 survivors made it home
to Istanbul. This is considered the start of a beautiful friendship that has lasted into the 20th and even the
21st century.

Still, one cannot reduce the mutual affinity between both countries to one single incident. In fact, Turkey’s
modernization was set on tracks around the same time as Japan’s, and in a similar way: it was a process that
involved dealing with the alien power that was “the West”; at times absorbing its culture, and at other times
rejecting its advances.

Also as an attractive tourist destination Turkey gets a lot of attention. Its rich cuisine, the Aya Sophia in
Istanbul, the distinctive rock formations and colourful balloons of Cappadocia, these are shown regularly
on Japanese TV or in magazine articles devoted to Turkey. The traditional Sema dancers — whirling
dervishes in white skirts — are a well-known sight, too.

However, despite feelings of affinity and interest, knowledge on Turkish society and culture that goes
beyond these familiar images seems to be far less common.

The purpose of this lecture was not to give a general overview of Turkish history, let alone an analysis of
its recent society or its geopolitical importance. It focused on one point, namely a comparison between
Turkey and Japan regarding the representation of women in 19th century literary works, at the dawn of
both countries’ modernization. Home to a unique mix of cultural influences since antiquity, Turkey boasts
a very rich traditional culture, including literature. Even so, in ways quite reminiscent of Japan, literary
expression went through great changes in the face of the wave of Western modernity hitting its shores.

These changes can also be seen in the depiction of women in literary works. More specifically, whereas
traditional literary creations used to show how men were tormented by spirits, wandering through the desert,
searching vainly for a lost love, modern novels — influenced by French naturalism — connected mental
disorders such as hysteria, or in other words madness of mind, with women characters. In Zola’s novels,

there are multiple depictions of young women who by refusing to get married and give birth to children,



and instead choosing to spend time reading books and studying, end up miserable, hysterical creatures.
This is not unique to Zola: many Western works of the late 19th century are based on the premise that the
female mind is frail and weak. This idea was taken over by Turkish writers of the time, and similar depictions
appear in their works as well.

All of this suggests that the influx of modern, Western ideas in Turkey influenced views on women in ways
that are quite different from what an all-too-narrow modernist (liberalization, rationality:-) discourse
would have. Also, this is a perspective that applies to modern Japan as well, not in the least in terms of
literary conventions, and the position of women.

Our speaker, Zuhal Ovsiannikov (née Kocyigit), earned a PhD in Japanese modern literature at Tsukuba
University, and teaches the subject at Ankara University. She has been living in Kochi since April.

She gave us a peek into her research, in fluent Japanese obviously, unveiling aspects of the Turkish literary
heritage of which most of us were unaware. Literature can be defined in many ways, but it certainly is a
mirror in which are reflected the thoughts and emotions of the people living in and engaging with their
times, their lands, their societies. Although it is located at the other edge of the Asian continent, I have the
impression that Turkey, and its culture, will continue to be noticed here in Japan. [ have the equally strong
impression that, after witnessing Prof. Zuhal Ovsiannikov’s captivating smile and bright intelligence, the

members of our audience and their close ones will cherish an increasingly keen interest for it.

We look forward to seeing you at our next event. Lectures will be announced on our website.

For direct notification, contact japanstudies@el.u-kochi.ac.jp
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