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R eckless is Hasan Ali 
Toptaş's	10th	book	
and his first to be 

translated into English. It 
tells the at times surreal 
rolling tale of a man 
whose journey of self 
discovery yields unexpected 
consequences. 

Ziya, the main 
protagonist, hopes to 
escape his life in the city, 
and even his past, by 
buying a house in a village 
in Turkey's countryside. 
What he finds instead is 
that he is deeper tied to 
this past than he expected, 
as his best friend from his 
time in the military, Kenan, 
drags up the memories 
he suppresses. One can 
glimpse the sensory details 
that	characterize	Toptaş's	
writing when Ziya first 
comes to the village and 
remembers his military 

service:
"...just as suddenly, a 

shaft of light slipped in, 
and all at once the scent 
of oranges. The crunch of 
pomegranates. And there, 
stretched out before him, 
was an endless expanses 
of sun-scorched earth. Hill 
after parched hill, parading 
before his eyes. On each 
was a prefabricated 
guardhouse. Long tangles 
of barbed wire. Black-
mouthed trenches. And 
watchtowers, screaming 
with rust as they stretched 
up into the sky."

Ziya's memories come 
on when he least wants 
them. Though doing one's 
military service is an event 
that is traumatic for many 
Turkish men even now, for 
Ziya it portended with even 
worse trauma. As he serves 
somewhere on the Syrian 

border waiting for an enemy 
who is never identified, he 
falls apart as he endures 
the arbitrary brutality of his 
commanding officers.

However, Ziya's vivid 
recollections of his painful 
past, which includes the 
untimely death of his wife 
and daughter in a bombing, 
are ultimately part of a 
larger quest he undertakes 
to find himself through his 
own memories. Through 
Toptaş's	soaring	prose,	
one gets to feel that this 
man is slowly being hunted, 

even while on his journey 
of self-discovery. While the 
prose lulls into a sweep of 
stories as Ziya settles into 
the idyll of village life, the 
odd dynamics of that place 
rightly suggest that all is 
not right both inwards and 
outwards. Without spoiling 
the ending, it is enough 
to say that each word and 
sentence brings about an 
unexpected conclusion, one 
that jolts apart one's view 
of the entire journey and 
yet at the same time seems 
right. Maria Eliades
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   Maria Eliades gets the inside scoop on 
what brought Reckless to print through 
talking with its translators, Maureen Freely, 
novelist, president of the international writers' 
association English PEN, and translator best 
known for her work on Orhan Pamuk’s novels; 
and John Angliss, translator of Hakan Günday 
and Ahmet Ümit and winner of the British 
Council's Young Translator's Prize for prose. 
This	novel	is	the	first	of	two	novels	by	Toptaş	
to be brought out by Bloomsbury, the second 
is Shadowless, also translated by Freely and 
Angliss, which is set to come out in 2016.

I was wondering why you decided to translate 
this particular novel.
John Angliss: It was the result of a lot of things. 
Our editor at Bloomsbury had heard a lot about 
Toptaş,	so	he	asked	Maureen	if	she	could	do	
a book review of an earlier work of his. We sort 
of did it together, because at the time Maureen 
was mentoring me thanks to a prize I had won 
from the British Council.
Maureen Freely: There's a lot of activity around 

A chat with 
Reckless’s 
translators

Turkish literature that ran up to Turkey being 
the market focus of the London Book Fair in 
2013. One of the things they did was to send 
a lot of publishers down to Istanbul. One of the 
editors, Bill Swainson from Bloomsbury, called 
me out to lunch, and he said, "Maureen, I'm 
going to discover a Turkish writer. Here's a list. 
You're going to read all these books in the 
next two weeks." I said, "Bill, you know I'm 
recently bereaved, I can't put one foot in front 
of the other." And he said, "I have to discover 
these authors!" [She taps on the table in 
front of her to mirror Swainson's emphasis] 
At that point I got Bloomsbury to hire John 
and another young translator. We worked 
on a sample translation for an earlier book, 
Gölgesizler (Shadowless), which is quite short. 
At the time of the Book Fair, this was the only 
book	that	had	sold,	but	Bill	met	Toptaş’s	agent	
and before the end of the day, without really 
consulting us, he also bought Heba (Reckless). 
There was a big party organized by the British 
Council that night and Swainson came by and 
said, "We got the other one. You'll do that one 
too, won't you?" [Laughs] That's how things 
happen.

So it wasn't actually a choice?
MF: Actually I'm really glad. It felt more like an 
obligation and, you know, it was lucky that I 
liked the book a lot.

What would you say was the most 
challenging thing about translating this 
book?
MF: Everything. [Laughs] That's what it is in 
Turkish. The sounds turn into smells, turn into 
images. It's like somebody telling a masal 
(legend) with the kind of voice we would expect 
from our grandparents telling fairy tales, with 
a certain type of repetition: "It was hard, this 
road…", "and then, and then, and then."  It's 
kind of this reassuring narrative voice that at 
the same time is very alienating, deliberately 
alienating.
JA: There were a fair number of challenges. 
Toptaş	uses	a	specialist	vocabulary	in	the	
military section, which was quite difficult to 
figure out. He uses quite local, regionalized 
words. We had to ask informants in Denizli 
to help us because people in Ankara didn't 
have a clue to what they meant [Laughs]. 
But	Toptaş	also	makes	very	good	use	of	the	
ambiguities that exist in the Turkish language 
because of the grammar. That causes a lot 
of problems in English, where you'd have to 
say when or why or how something happened. 
In Turkish, you can get away [with not having 
those details].


