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Turkish-American writer Elif 
Batuman is the recipient of 
the Rona Jaffa Foundation 

Writers' Award for humour and the 
Whiting Award for her debut book, 
“The Possessed: Adventures with 
Russian Books and the People Who 
Read Them,” a collection of essays 
on studying Russian Literature 
based on her time at Stanford 
University. Batuman is currently Koç 
University's Writer in Residence and 
a staff writer for The New Yorker.

Has living in Istanbul affected 
your writing?
I think wherever you are affects your 
writing. It made a big difference for 
me to leave the States, which I'd 
been meaning to do for a long time, 
but I kept putting off. That distance 
is something I needed. I can't exactly 
say that I'm in the throbbing heart 
of Istanbul culture at this point, so I 

wouldn't say that Istanbul has done 
anything in particular. I did manage 
writing about Dante. I somehow got 
really into Auerbach. I feel somehow 
it's connected to the fact that 
Auebach wrote 'Mimesis' when he 
was in Istanbul, but I mean that's 
just a tangential form of influence. I 
feel like it's made a difference that 
my house is in the forest. If I miss 
the bus, it's a 20-minute walk to get 
here and back. The buses stop at 
19.00 and I often work late. So it's a 
long walk in the forest, looking at all 
the stars. There's this very peculiar 
watchtower where this man watches 
for fires, surrounded by chickens. 
He's actually a state employee, so 
he's in one of those areas not subject 
to Koç's 'koçification.'  I don't know, 
something about this remotenes, I 
think it has had an effect.
What was challenging about 
writing “The Possessed”?

I guess the hardest part about 
writing 'The Possesssed' was that 
the whole idea I had for the novel, I 
turned into the last chapter, which 
turned out to be about how the 
events of Dostoyevsky's 'Demons' 
replayed themselves when I was a 
graduate student. Doing it as non-
fiction was really hard because you 
know that there are real people 
involved and that some of them are 
not going to be über-excited about 
what you're writing. Because if you 
think about hurting people's feelings 
or what they're going to get upset 
about, it's really paralyzing and 
you can't write anything. For that 
last essay, I had to turn all those 
emotions off and write; not change 
the names, write it as I was going 
to write it, and go back afterwards 
and do this clean-up process, which 
was very uncomfortable. I had to 
go back and ask, 'What was written 
in malice?'  because some of it 
was written in malice, and then for 
personal details, 'Is this gratuitous 
or does it add to the essay?'  If it 

didn't, I removed it. In general, I think 
I erred on the side of saying too much 
rather than too little, so that made it 
scary to publish. I [did get] fewer bad 
reactions than I thought [I would].
So, what's next?
I want to do a book, but I don't know 
if I want it to be fiction or non-fiction. 
I've realized, as a writer, that fiction 
is [the hardest]. I'm not someone 
who has the ability to create a really 
interesting plot out of nowhere. It 
almost feels inefficient. I already 
feel like I'm surrounded by this really 
interesting stuff. I just want to write 
that and tell that and not risk getting 
it wrong; invent stuff and rely on my 
powers of invention. There was a 
kind of sea of change. I used to think 
that the [most] free form was fiction, 
but now I feel that fiction is the 
constraining form and non-fiction is 
the non-constraining form. In fiction, 
you're thrown back on whatever you 
can imagine, which in my case, turns 
out to be pretty limited; more limited 
than if you keep your eyes open and 
see what's going on in the world. 
On the other hand, I don't know. In 
a way this fiction, non-fiction divide 
that's been set up... The first way 
you describe a book is: is it fiction, 
is it non-fiction - to your agent, your 
editor, whoever - and it's really not 
as super-intuitive. Like Proust. 
I think if Proust wrote that book 
[“Remembrance of Things Past”] 
now, they would have made him do it 
as non-fiction and it would have had 
a semi-colon title. It would be like, 
'In search of lost time: The life of a 
procrastinator.'

I would like to take some of the 
liberties that fiction writers take; 
protecting people's identities, really 
changing stuff about them; and just 
sometimes, changing the order of 
things to make the story better. I 
took a few small liberties in 'The 
Possessed,' but not as many as I 
wanted to. Is it an honour system?  I 
don't know. A lot of the pieces were 
-two of them were fact-checked. 
The Tolstoy one and the Ice Palace 
one were in The New Yorker and 
Harper's, so I couldn't make stuff 
up. But some other stuff, I would ask 
[my Editor], 'Is it okay to make up 
this, that and the other thing?' and 
he would say, 'No, when in doubt, 
just keep it really vague.' I would 
have liked to have made it up rather 
than not specifying. I guess if I hadn't 
asked him, it's like not reporting your 
taxes. I don't know what happens 
when you don't. How would they ever 
know?  So, I guess I should write 
whatever I write and not worry about 
it. Now people want to call everything 
non-fiction. I would feel more 
comfortable calling it fiction and not 
worrying about it. It's clearly really 
bad to write something fiction and 
call it non-fiction, but where's the 
downside with publishing something 
non-fiction and calling it fiction?  

I would like to write more personal 
stuff in my next book.

“The Possessed: Adventures with 
Russian Books and the People 
Who Read Them,” is available for 
purchase at www.amazon.com.

Master of reality
Maria Eliades chats with Elif Batuman about 
Istanbul and the limits of fiction. Portrait by 
Emel Ernalbant
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If you think about 
hurting people’s 
feelings or what 

they’re going to get 
upset about, it’s
really paralyzing 

and you can’t write 
anything. For that 

last essay, I had 
to turn all those 
emotions off and 
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