Turcological fountains and springs, shared, to be drawn from together 


Apart from the rather incongruous title I’ve set myself, amongst us, here, in Naples I could really start from Totò and “The Neapolitan Turk”: -Turk musunuz? Turk musunuz?
We remember him, don’t we? 

But let me return to my path leading to new, yet weathered places with their own events and opportunities. Or let me re-direct myself to things, concepts, even symbols; for instance, water again. Water, already blessed, spouted out again by dragons and dazzling as a silver breast (according to the Turkish-Persian poetic image), in the “silver basin” (cedvel-i sîm), in that Place of Delight.

And here, in Naples, we have gutters that pour their contents into a great Turkish-Ottoman and Turkological sea.

Indeed, the water was garrulous in the region of Naples, and the sounds echo in the cloisters of San Gregorio Armeno. That well, dripping with fun and games, is balm to the eyes and sparks off associations in the ear:

“Fontem amoeno aquarum lusu divitem dulce pascendis oculis spectaculum curavit Violanta Pignatella”. 
Think of the Saint’s origins and then close your eyes and ears, replenished with the play by the play of words “amoeno … lusu” and “armeno” (and the echo of “am(o)eno-armeno” is a very common theme in the Italian prose of the past centuries. Let us proceed and forget the absolute "non amoenitas" of being Armeno/Armenian a century ago. Let us move from here to there over the waves.

Back in Venice, amidst our beloved old documents in the archives and libraries, something is to be found about the water of life running through the canals down there. Here it is, flowing its way through the obstacles of a paraphrased version:

A true, word for word translation of the Turkish Inscription on the Wall newly erected to contain the waters in the wood of Belgrade (at the gates of the Capital):

 1) Sultan Ahmed terzo, decoro de Principi, la di cui gloria, e real Corte
Iddio hà fatto ridotto de Torrenti dell’instanze

Sultan Ahmed the third, pride of Princes, whose glory and royal Court God has made into a place for the gathering of water and ambitions.

2) Rispettivamente all’Oceano della di cui Maestà la grandezza d’Alessandro
Magno non è che un piciol lago, & in riguardo all’Eminenza de
suoi dissegni l’altezza del Cielo non è, che un infimo grado.

In comparison with the Ocean of his majesty, Alexander the Great’s power is a nothing but a pool and compared to the Eminence of his designs, the heights of the Heavens are nothing but the smallest step.

3) Nelli di cui felici giorni l’Impero Ottomano hà trovato il suo vero Siste-
-ma e’l fiume della sua vera equità, e giustizia, ha rinfrescato
il Giardino del Mondo. 

In whose happy times the Ottoman Empire found its true System and the flow of its true equity and justice watered the Garden of the World,

4) Li di cui Commandi scorrono per ogni parte del Mondo à guisa di rapidi
torrenti, e la di cui Potenza, al pari d’Alessandro serra li passi alli
Nemici. 

Whose Commands rush to all parts of the World like swift streams and whose Power, like that of Alexander, closes the passage to its Enemies.

5) Questo Sultano Ahmed, dico dottato delle qualità d’Alessandro riguarda
ò Viattor ciò che hà fatto, & ammira l’invention del suo bell’ingegno Dominator del mondo nel Colatoio di queste limpide acque.

Behold, O Traveller the works of this Sultan Ahmed, gifted, I say, with the qualities of Alexander, and admire the invention of his genius, Dominator of the world in the channelling of these clear waters.

6) L’Imperator Maometto, Conquistator di Costantinopoli che parreggiava
Gem in dignità fù quello che diede il corso di queste acque alla Città;

The Emperor Mohammed, Conqueror of Constantinople, equal in dignity to Gem, was the one to give the course of these waters to the City 

7) Quali essendo statte in quelli tempi sufficienti al bisogno del Popolo, si erano
Lasciatte scorrere vaganti come Superflue quelle, che traboccavano
Da Canali.

Which, having been sufficient for the needs of the people in those times, were allowed to overflow and run wildly from the Canals. 

8) Mà, come che regnante felicemente questo gran Principe, s’è molto più amp-
lificata, e popolata questa insigne, e delitiosa Città,

But, as this great Prince reigned happily, this distinguished and delightful City greatly expanded and its population grew.

9) Hà reso bisognosa la gran molteplicità del Popolo delle Pioggie di Prima-
-vera, e quell’acqua s’è resa scarsa al pieno refrigerio della Città,

The great majority of the people were thus left in need of the Spring Rains, whose waters were insufficient to fully refresh the city

10) Onde egli non risparmiando Oro & Argento per radunar queste acque, 
hà formato di esse quasi un Tesoro, con far questa Muraglia.

Thus he spared neither Gold nor Silver to collect these waters, thus creating what is almost a Treasure, by building this Wall

11) E perche ribelli uscivano dal loro vero corso le ha più rinchiuse, riservando
loro la libertà nel tempo de gli estivi Calori.

And since they were rebellious and left their true course, he confined them still more, only allowing them their freedom in the season of the summer Heat.

12) Conoscendo l’alto valor dell’acqua in tali Calori, ne hà fatto questo 
ritegno, dove prevedendosi durante l’Inverno tutti i condotti 
sufficientemente di essa al popolo, serva di Capitale.

Aware of the value of water in this great Heat, he created this compound, where, filling all the channels with sufficient provisions for the people during the Winter, it shall serve as Capital.


13) Il Giardino della di lui gloria, della sua dignità, e Maestà sia sempre
colmo d’ogni delizia. Iddio mantenga sempre adorno il Rosario
del suo Regno colla di lui persona.

May the the Garden of his glory, his dignity and Majesty overflow always with every delight. May God keep the Rosary of his Reign constantly adorned with his person.


14) Tenendo io ò Vehbi impressa quest’opera Salutare in mente hò
Compreso due illustri croniche in un elegantissimo verso.

Oh, Vehbi, with this Salubrious work impressed in my mind, I have contained two illustrious chronicles in a most elegant verse.


15) O che bell’argine ha fatto in vero l’Imperatore Ahmed in questo
Ridotto d’acqua 1135.
Le acque correnti si fermano in questo alto ritegno, & in questa vaga
Muraglia 1135 [1722-‘23]”.

Oh, what a fine levee, the Emperor Ahmed has truly erected in this
basin of water 1135.
The flowing waters come to rest in these high confines and within this 
vague Wall 1135 [1722-‘23]”.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Archivio di Stato, Venezia, Archivio privato Gritti di S. Marcuola, b. 1 (fasc. 54/18). The precise identity of the translator of these verses in unknown (the Dragomans in those years were Giovanni Massellini and Cristoforo Ralli). On Seyyid Vehbi, cfr. A. Bombaci, La letteratura turca, con un profilo della letteratura mongola, Firenze-Milano, Sansoni-Accademia 1969, pp. 408-412.] 



This is none other than a qasîde by Qadi Hüseyin Efendi/Seyyid Vehbi (m. 1736), a friend of Nedîm’s, who sings of the rebellious waters bridled by the new, superior, true (for the moment) Alexander, the builder of very different walls/sedd (a word that, as well as the silver, or mercurial mirror of the waters, always stands for this variety – up to now uninvestigated - of imports from the Empire into Venice: complex tradings, apart from the spices and fabrics; other textiles, i.e. texts!).

These were “things” falling somewhere betwen the concrete and the solid. Then again:

(…) The Turks cultivated poetry greatly, inspired by their taste and pleasure. There is no lack of poetry institutions, tutors or masters (…) the Poetics of Aristotle (…). There is an abundance of fine pieces of Arabic Poetry and Persian Poets to enrich their minds with poetic ideasand colour their poems with vague and powerful images (…), [so that…] their well-disposed and cultivated nature, [being] encouraged, they drank one from the other and fine poets were produced (…). Acmet III took delight in Poetry. He composed a courtly Inscription in Turkish verses, which may be seen sculpted in gold letters on the noble, marble Fountain he raised in Constantinople.  The Inscription, together with the others in the city was translated by Cavalier Cosmo Comidas regio Dragoman of Spain and quoted in his learned Topography. At the request of his friend the Cavaliere rendered this poem by Sultan Acmet in Italian, as he would have done for the others, too, but he unexpectedly had to send the manuscript to Naples for printing:

Dell’età sua ti parla la Fontana
In questi versi del Sultan Acmetto:
Del puro fonte, e schietto
Apri la chiave, e il divin Nume invoca
Bevi il perenne, e limpido liquore, 
E prega per Acmet Imperatore.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  G. Toderini, Letteratura Turchesca, T. III, Venezia, G. Storti 1787, pp. 200-219.] 


Of his age, the Fountain speaks
In these verses by Sultan Ahmed:
Of the pure spring and limpid. 
Turn the key and invokethe divine Numen:
Drink of the eternal and clear liquor,
And pray for Ahmed the Emperor.


An interest,obviously a tendentious one (in the end we find ourselves looking at relationships developing from a political situation, less tense of course, but nonetheless mindful of old antagonisms), was thus spreading through Europe (let us remember the references to Naples, Spain and France). Clearly the mention of Aristotle’s Poetics, with the implicit knowledge of Petrarch that once reigned in the West, gives us to understand that Toderini came to re-settle in a largely domestic context.

But it will again be this “Cavalier Cosmo Comidas” – who is said to have sent to Naples the precious manuscript of his own “Topography” of the other city – who will guide us, and the pious Muslims, bringing to Venice, via Toderini, that “Segnamecca” (indicator of the direction of Mecca), a copy of which is kept in Venice’s Museo Correr.[footnoteRef:3] (Again, the news collected from the Neapolitan ambassador in Constantinople and spread by the Venetian Bailo: the King was engaging a band of “Turkish” musicians, Balkanic in particular… and a nineteenth century that should be more closely investigated). [3: Cfr. G. Bellingeri, Altri Turchi, altro islam. Venezia, le steppe, la Persia, ed. by S. Carboni, Venezia e l’Islam, 828-1797, (Catalogue of the Exhibition, Venice, Palazzo Ducale, 28 luglio-25 novembre 2007), Venice, Marsilio, 2007, pp. 51-67 and 326-328.
] 


Then the dramatic and intense Nineteen Hundreds: Turkish, but in Italy mediated to an enormous extent by Naples, by the capital of a Great South…I refer to Neruda and his Matilde Urrutia (Rosario de La Cerda), to Capri, which inevitably exerts its charm, and to the anonymous edition of Versos del Capitán,  edited by Paolo Ricci, Neaples 1952..
This edition was anonymous in 1952 but with an Elenco de los Suscritores, rich in signatures: 44 signatures, as many as the copies: and amongst them the signature of Nâzım Hikmet and Giorgio Napolitano.[footnoteRef:4] [4: Cfr. T. Cirillo Sirri, Capri. Una tappa poetica di Neruda, “Annali IUON”, Sez. Romanza, XLII, Napoli 2000, pp. 7-70, (see n. 13 and n. 44 of pl.b); see also P. Neruda, I versi del Capitano, ed. by G. Bellini, Firenze, Passigli, 2002.

] 


And also Positano and Kurban Said, if we wished our theme to become more Altaic, or Azeri... Where it would be all too easy to perceive the real tragedy of the world and of the soul of a Lion (i.e. Es(s)ad-Shirvan Shir-Heydar-Arslan…) in terms of the fiction of an existence devoted to always being an “other” and somehow different from himself (i.e. Lev Nussbaum).  

(English translation by Patricia Hampton)
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