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IN LIEU OF A PREFACE

My name is Esref Mulaki, and I write interviews for a futurist periodical called The Fortieth Gate. I have been working on the magazine’s interview pages for nearly three years.

That was not, however, the name my mother whispered into my ear when she brought me into the world. My identity papers still bear the name Mehmet Serif. It was Ali Resmi Efendi, my master in the profession, who gave me the name Esref Mulaki.

To explain how I came by it, I must go back several years.

On the day I graduated from the Faculty of Letters in Istanbul, I tucked my diploma beneath my arm and went straight to Cagaloglu. My intention was to find myself a position at The Fortieth Gate, a magazine whose every issue I had read and whose interviews, in particular, I had gone over time and again.

The magazine occupied the second floor of an old building on one of the side streets branching off Cagaloglu Hill. Patches of plaster had fallen from its facade. As I climbed the narrow staircase, the clatter of typewriters drifted from within. Above the door hung a brass plaque, its fading letters bearing only the words:
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When I knocked, a deep voice called from inside:

“Come in, then.”

I opened the door and entered a small room whose walls were lined with books all the way to the ceiling. At a desk beside the window sat a white-haired man with heavy brows. I would later learn that he was Mehmet Sait Efendi, the owner of the magazine. In the armchair beside him sat Ali Resmi Efendi, a lean-faced man with lively eyes that seemed forever to be weighing and measuring whatever they beheld.

Mehmet Sait Efendi glanced at the diploma in my hand.

“Have you just graduated?”

“Today, sir.”

“So you came here the moment you left the faculty.”

“Yes.”

Ali Resmi Efendi lowered his spectacles to the tip of his nose.

“Are you looking for work, or have you merely come to visit us out of some youthful enthusiasm for journalism?”

“Perhaps both, sir.”

“Perhaps both, he says! Very well, sit down. Will you have some tea?”

The meeting I had expected to be brief lasted for hours. We spoke of everything from art and culture to literature, journalism, newspaper writing and the craft of the interview. As I spoke, Ali Resmi Efendi would occasionally interrupt me and ask questions I had not anticipated.

“Is an interviewer merely someone who asks questions?”

“No, sir.”

“What is he, then?”

“Someone who tries to hear not only what the person before him says, but also what he cannot bring himself to say.”

“Good. And what is the relationship between the interview and truth?”

“An interview does not record the truth. It tries to approach it. A person may conceal himself even while he speaks.”

Ali Resmi Efendi looked at Mehmet Sait Efendi. Mehmet Sait Efendi gave the faintest nod.

Our conversation had grown so engrossing that none of us noticed when the daylight faded outside. Our tea was replenished several times. The typewriters fell silent. The magazine’s other employees put on their coats and went home. We, however, were still talking.

At last Mehmet Sait Efendi pushed back his chair, leaned into it and studied me in silence for a while.

“My son Mehmet,” he said, “there is something we have not told you.”

Thinking I had committed some offense, I straightened in my chair.

“Yes, sir?”

“There are four of us working at this magazine.”

“Do not be misled by the word working. At times we spend more effort keeping the magazine alive than actually producing it.”

Mehmet Sait Efendi continued:

“To tell you the truth, we can scarcely afford the salaries of those four people. When I agreed to meet you, I thought we would talk for a while, offer you a little advice about journalism, and then send you on your way.”

“Why did you agree to see me, then?”

“Because I saw the excitement in your application. I did not want to crush a young man’s enthusiasm before he had even begun. But as we talked, I found myself admiring both your learning and your passion for literature.”

He paused, then pointed at Ali Resmi Efendi.

“At one point, he and I exchanged a glance. His eyes were telling me, ‘We mustn’t let this boy get away.’”

Ali Resmi Efendi raised a hand in protest.

“My eyes do not speak so indiscreetly.”

“They do indeed. And far more plainly than you do.”

Mehmet Sait Efendi grew serious once more.

“We are old men now, Mehmet. We understand very little of these newfangled ways. Should you find a better position, we will have nothing to say against it. But should you wish to work with us, come tomorrow and begin.”

I stared at them in astonishment.

“But you just said that you could barely afford the salaries of four people...”

“We can barely afford them, yes.”

“Then my salary...”

Mehmet Sait Efendi spread his hands.

“We will divide our earnings into five shares instead of four.”

I did not know what to say. All I could do was lower my head.

“I... Of course I would like to work with you, sir.”

This time Ali Resmi Efendi took up the conversation.

“Mehmet Sait Efendi may own the magazine, but all editorial matters are my responsibility.”

“Regrettably,” Mehmet Sait Efendi muttered.

Pretending not to have heard him, Ali Resmi Efendi continued:

“I most certainly want you in the interview department. There is only one difficulty. Mehmet Serif is far too well-behaved a name for an interviewer.”

“Is there something wrong with my name, sir?”

“Not with your name. With its destiny. The moment an interviewer’s name is heard, it must open a door in the reader’s mind.”

He picked up one of the pens lying on his desk and wrote several words on the paper before him. Then he turned it toward me.
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I looked at the writing and read it silently.

“Esref... Mulaki...”

“‘Esref’, in honor of Rusen Esref Efendi, the great master of the interview,” he said. “And Mulaki means one who meets people, who comes together with them, who encounters them face to face. God willing, you too will become a great master of the interview, as he was.”

“May I truly use this name?”

Ali Resmi Efendi frowned.

“What do you mean, may you use it? From tomorrow onwards, no one named Mehmet Serif will be working at this magazine.”

“My condolences, son. Once Ali Resmi gives a man a name, not even the clerks at the registry office can contradict him.”

And so I entered the magazine as Mehmet Serif and began working there as Esref Mulaki.

Within a few years, I had matured in the profession. I learned a great deal from both of my masters. Ali Resmi Efendi taught me when to remain silent during an interview; Mehmet Sait Efendi taught me that an unasked question could sometimes be more precious than all the answers that had been given.

Together we produced dozens of interviews that caused a stir. Before long, we had earned the respect of Cagaloglu. The magazine’s circulation rose, the number of advertisers increased, and our debts to the printer diminished.

One evening, as Mehmet Sait Efendi arranged the month’s earnings on the table, he looked at me with a smile.

“What did I tell you?”

“You said we would divide our earnings into five shares instead of four.”

“Look. Dividing them into five does not hurt us as much as it used to.”

Without looking up from the money he was counting, Ali Resmi Efendi said:

“That is because Esref’s interviews have increased the magazine’s circulation.”

Mehmet Sait Efendi raised his brows.

“How many years did it take you to admit that someone you trained has become successful?”

“I did not say he was successful. I merely said he had increased the circulation.”

In those years, our lives flowed peacefully amid the smell of ink, the rustle of paper, the steam of tea and arguments that seemed never to end.

Until the year 2001.

One morning, when I arrived at the magazine, I found Mehmet Sait Efendi and Ali Resmi Efendi sitting before the small television set. A thin, bearded man was speaking on the screen. The caption beneath him bore the name:
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The presenter’s voice filled the room:

“Molla Cunun, who is active in a small town called Hasenderiye, has announced the establishment of the Kingdom of Love and a new sect which he calls the Sixth Sect of Love. Molla Cunun claims that this movement will bring an end to the four hundred years of misfortune suffered by the peoples of the East.”

Mehmet Sait Efendi laid the newspaper in his hand upon the table.

“So he is going to put an end to four hundred years of misfortune.”

Ali Resmi Efendi did not take his eyes from the screen.

“Judging by his voice, he ought first to put an end to his own cough.”

Molla Cunun’s voice was indeed frail. Yet the frailty of his voice did not mean that his words were without value. There was an unusual serenity in his face and a certainty in his speech that compelled one to listen, whether one wished to or not.

The reporter on the screen asked:

“Are you founding a new religion?”

Molla Cunun shook his head.

“No. Love is not new. Love is humanity’s oldest sect. We are merely reminding mankind of a truth it has forgotten.”

“Why call it the Sixth Sect, then?”

“Because man believes that he perceives the world through his five senses. Yet love is the sixth gate that opens onto truth.”

Mehmet Sait Efendi picked up the remote control and raised the volume.

The reporter asked another question:

“Do you consider yourself a sovereign?”

“There is no sovereign in the Kingdom of Love. For there, everyone is both servant and sultan.”

When the broadcast ended, a brief silence settled over the room.

“A madman,” Mehmet Sait Efendi said.

Ali Resmi Efendi turned toward him.

“How quickly you have reached your verdict.”

“If a sensible man means to establish a kingdom, he should at least proclaim himself its ruler.”

“Perhaps, on the contrary, he is sensible precisely because he has not proclaimed himself ruler.”

Mehmet Sait Efendi looked at me.

“What do you say, Esref?”

“I cannot say anything yet. We do not know enough about the man.”

A gleam appeared in Ali Resmi Efendi’s eyes, one I had never seen there before that day.

“Which is exactly why he is perfect for you.”

In the days that followed, Molla Cunun’s frail voice began to echo throughout the world. Television channels and newspapers divided into two camps. Some regarded him as a madman, a fraud and a charlatan; others exalted him as though he were the hero mankind had awaited for centuries.

The headline of one newspaper read:
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Another declared:
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On one televised discussion program, a theologian struck his fist upon the table and shouted, “What this man is saying is manifest heresy!”

A poet seated opposite him replied calmly, “Perhaps what you call heresy is merely a road you have never dared to walk.”

By then, I too had become one of Cagaloglu’s best-known interview writers. Yet rather than taking comfort in my reputation, I found myself troubled by the unrest Molla Cunun’s words had awakened within my mind.

One morning, Ali Resmi Efendi summoned me to his office.

When I opened the door, I saw dozens of newspapers spread across his desk. Some had been cut apart; passages in others had been underlined in red pencil.

“Esref,” he said, “there is a magnificent subject for an interview. It is made for you.”

I looked at the newspapers upon the table.

“The Sixth Sect of Love.”

“So you have been following it as well.”

“I am exceedingly curious about this sect, sir. But how should we approach it?”

From among the newspapers, Ali Resmi Efendi drew out a page bearing Molla Cunun’s photograph and placed it before me.

“Let this man and the sect he has founded be the subject of your next series of interviews.”

“Sir, the sect has only just been established. There is no written book, no reliable source, not even a properly organized institution. Most of those who speak of him either curse him or exalt him to the point of prostration. How am I to gather information on such a subject?”

“A scarcity of information can sometimes be the greatest advantage.”

“How so?”

“When you write about a man who has had a hundred books written about him, you walk upon roads opened by others. When you write about a man of whom nothing is known, you open the road yourself.”

He rose and went to the window. Looking down upon the crowds on Cagaloglu Hill, he continued:

“As you can see, Molla Cunun has suddenly placed himself at the center of the world’s attention. Some channels mock him from morning until night and treat him as a lunatic. Others cannot praise him highly enough.”

“Which will we do?”

“Neither.”

“Then what?”

“You will go and see for yourself.”

“Where?”

“To Hasenderiye.”

Until then, I had heard the name of the place only in a television report.

“I am to go to the town?”

“You will not merely go there. You will live there.”

“For how long?”

“For as long as necessary.”

I stared at him in astonishment.

“You cannot come to know the sheikh of a dervish lodge from behind your desk in Cagaloglu, Esref. If you wish to understand Molla Cunun, you must walk the streets he walks, speak with the people he speaks with, eat at the table where he eats, and remain silent beside him wherever he falls silent.”

“Will the magazine be able to cover all these expenses?”

Mehmet Sait Efendi’s voice came from behind the door.

“It will not.”

He had apparently been listening to us. He entered and set the tea tray in his hands upon the table.

“But you will go all the same.”

“How will that be possible, sir?”

Mehmet Sait Efendi handed me a glass of tea.

“We will use the last of the money in the magazine’s coffers. If necessary, next month we will divide our earnings not among five people, but among no one at all.”

“It is only at times like this that he remembers he owns the magazine.”

“Someone must think about the accounts.”

Ali Resmi Efendi asked:

“What do you say?”

The proposal filled me with excitement. I cannot deny that I was afraid. Yet beneath that fear was a curiosity more powerful than anything I had felt in a very long time.

“I will go,” I said.

Ali Resmi Efendi raised his brows.

“Will you not think about it first?”

“If I think about it, I may change my mind.”

“Good answer,” said Mehmet Sait Efendi, patting me on the shoulder.

And so I began my preparations.

For days I went back and forth between libraries, newspaper archives and television stations. I gathered articles published in magazines, newspaper reports and television recordings. I listened to Molla Cunun’s speeches again and again. Everything said about him, I wrote upon small index cards and arranged in separate piles upon my desk:

Those who called him mad.

Those who called him a saint.

Those who called him a fraud.

Those who called him a saviour.

One evening, Ali Resmi Efendi came to my desk. He looked over the papers on which I was working.

“Which do you believe?”

“None of them.”

“Good.”

“But I have almost nothing in my hands.”

“Better still.”

“How can knowing nothing be a good thing?”

He drew up a chair and sat opposite me.

“Because your mind has not yet been filled with the judgements of others. When you go to Hasenderiye, take knowledge with you—not judgment.”

I wrote those words upon a piece of paper and placed it in my pocket.

I passed through a long and arduous period of research. Information and documents concerning the Sixth Sect of Love were exceedingly scarce. Nevertheless, I gathered together everything I could find. When I went there, I needed at least some semblance of a map to guide me.

On the day I bought my ticket, I rushed into the magazine office.

“It is ready,” I said.

Mehmet Sait Efendi peered at me over the top of his spectacles.

“The interview?”

“The ticket.”

Ali Resmi Efendi held out his hand.

“Let us see it.”

He examined the ticket at length. Then he placed it upon the table and asked in a grave voice:

“Are you excited?”

“Very.”

“Are you afraid?”

“A little.”

“Are you curious?”

“More than anything.”

He nodded with satisfaction.

“Then you are ready to go.”

THE TOWN OF THE SIXTH SECT OF LOVE

At last, the day I had been waiting for arrived. I packed my computer, books and camera into two large suitcases and set out on my journey.

After a long and exhausting journey, we reached the Sevda River. Along the way, I had sometimes slept and sometimes watched the landscape unfold before me. Yet the moment we came to the riverbank, every trace of sleep vanished.

The driver pointed toward the hill on the opposite side.

“Once we cross this river, we’ll reach Hasenderiye in less than twenty minutes,” he said. “There it is—the place you see on that hill.”

I raised my head and looked.

From a distance, the town seemed somehow unreal. It was a charming hillside settlement of some two thousand souls, its back resting against Mount Qaf and its face turned toward the valley.

Yet it would have been an injustice to call what rose behind it merely a mountain. Mount Qaf vanished into the clouds like an ancient veil drawn between heaven and earth. Whenever its summit came into view, it seemed to retreat farther away; and the farther it retreated, the more insistently it called to you. In the tales I had heard as a child, it was said to mark the furthest boundary of the world, and that beyond it lived jinn, fairies and creatures whose names mankind had long forgotten.

When I saw the flocks of birds circling its slopes, I imagined for a moment that they had crossed valleys, deserts and passages of fire and were now journeying toward the unseen Simurgh. As they drew nearer to the mountain, the birds merged into one another until it became impossible to tell which was leading and which was following.

The dark shadow of Mount Qaf fell over the town, yet it inspired not fear, but a strange sense of safety. It was as though the mountain concealed Hasenderiye from the gaze of the outside world, keeping it beyond time, beyond history and beyond the reality known to all. The roofs of the wooden mansions gleamed beneath the sun like birds huddled close together. The town appeared less like a settlement built at the foot of Mount Qaf than a secret tale carried upon the mountain’s breast.

I was spellbound.

“A place worthy of its name,” I thought.

Then my professional instincts took over. With a journalist’s eye, I began to examine the town from one end to the other. The Hasenderiye Lodge stood on the eastern side, slightly apart from the other buildings. The rest of the town consisted of wooden mansions fronted by broad gardens and courtyards.

There was an unusual order to the arrangement of the houses. Not one blocked the view of another; every house looked out over the valley. Though their roofs and verandas stood close together, a generous openness had been preserved between them. The town seemed to have been built according to an order in which those who lived side by side made room for one another instead of guarding themselves against each other.

I shared this observation with the driver.

“How well cared for these mansions are,” I said. “And none of them has its view obstructed. They all face the valley.”

“Most of these mansions are two hundred and fifty years old, sir. But we look after them as though they were our own eyes. The first one was built by the Hasenderi family. Those that came afterwards were constructed according to the same order. Here, no mansion is permitted to stand in the way of another’s view.”

As the road curved gently along the riverbank, the driver continued:

“All the mansions are made of wood. Their lower floors contain granaries, hay stores and shelters for the animals. The courtyards are divided into two parts. On one side are the pens and coops where the lambs and chickens are kept; on the other are gardens filled with flowers and fruit trees. Each mansion also owns fields in different parts of the town. All the verandas face the valley on the side of the qibla.”

From a distance, the mountain, the valley and the houses did not appear to be separate things. Mount Qaf resembled an immense mansion, and the plateau upon which the town rested seemed to be its veranda. Hasenderiye looked not as though it had been built at the mountain’s foot, but as though it had been born from within the mountain itself.

While I was lost in these thoughts, the driver began speaking again. He must have sensed my curiosity; it was clear that he also enjoyed telling the story.

“Every mansion has a bond of the heart with the Hasenderiye Lodge,” he said. “The people of the town dearly love the Lovers who live there, as well as their families. But the respect they feel for Molla Cunun is something else entirely.”

“Is Molla Cunun’s family from here as well?” I asked.

“One of the first men to settle in this region was his grandfather, Kenan Hasenderi. He came here with several families about two hundred and fifty years ago. In time, the families multiplied, houses were built, and the town you see today came into being.”

My eyes drifted toward the summits of Mount Qaf. Despite the summer season, patches of snow could still be seen upon the heights.

The driver must have followed my gaze.

“When that snow melts in spring, two beautiful streams flow down on either side of the town,” he said. “They descend from the mountain and join the Sevda River in the middle of the valley. As summer approaches, they grow thinner, and by the end of the season they almost entirely dry up. But the Sevda River never runs dry. It is fed by dozens of little streams like those.”

The river we were about to cross flowed slowly beneath the sun. It was neither fierce nor swollen, yet beneath its waters it seemed to carry something dark and ancient, something beyond the reach of light. In places, its surface would suddenly turn black, only to flash moments later beneath the touch of the sun in shades of gold, green and deep blue. For an instant, the water revealed its face; then it withdrew behind its waves.

Darkness and light traveled side by side within the same riverbed. Though they touched, neither disturbed the other. As I watched the river, I remembered the darker meaning the word sevda carried in ancient texts: the black humour which physicians once believed moved through the human body, and the dark point poets concealed in the deepest chamber of the heart.

The Sevda River was like an invisible vein running through the valley. It seeped down from mountains, rocks and unknown springs, carrying both the shadows and the light of every place through which it passed. The sun illuminated its surface, yet could not touch the darkness hidden in its depths.

On the left side of the town, I noticed a narrow path winding around the hillside before disappearing from view.

“Where does that road lead?” I asked.

“To a plain called Kurecik,” the driver replied. “The townspeople call that hill Kure. Beyond it lie fertile lands. When we describe that area, we call it Kurenin Ardi—the Far Side of Kure. It lies toward the west. The lands stretching downwards from Kure are called Mantara.”

Kure...

The name lingered in my mind. Hasenderiye resembled a small world founded at the foot of Mount Qaf. Its mansions, fields, people and waters seemed to have arranged themselves around a center invisible to the eye.

In the distance, a flock of birds changed direction. Their wings opened at the same moment and closed at the same moment. Not one broke away from the others as they turned. Leaving an unseen space at their center, they once again made their way toward the mountain.

The driver now extended his hand toward the south of the town.

“The land between the river and the town is called Dastarla. The opposite bank of the Sevda is called Yazi. Yazi begins about fifty metres above the river. From there, the land rises gradually, opening into broad and fertile fields.”

I looked toward the opposite bank. Beyond the river, the earth rose slowly, and as it climbed it opened toward the horizon. The slope was so gentle that it was impossible to tell where the low ground ended and the high ground began. The dark waters of the river remained below, while above them fields opened into light. With every bend, the road seemed to grow lighter and the horizon broader.

As the driver spoke, what appeared before me was no longer merely a town, but another world—a world with names and memories of its own: Kure, Kurenin Ardi, Mantara, Dastarla, Yazi, and the Sevda River flowing between them all.

Each name was like a forgotten sentence from a story told over the course of centuries.

“Is the relationship between the lodge and the town purely spiritual?” I asked.

The driver shook his head.

“No, sir. The Lovers at the lodge come to the aid of the townspeople in every hardship and every need. They do not merely pray; they put their hands to every kind of work. The town’s olive and grape presses are located inside the lodge. When the olives are pressed and the grapes are crushed and prepared, the Lovers themselves take part in the labor.”

I imagined grapes crushed in stone vats and olives slowly releasing their oil beneath the weight of the presses. The skins split apart, and the essence concealed within them emerged in a thin stream. The sharp scent of olives must have mingled in the courtyard with the sweet fragrance of grapes.

The driver paused for a moment to watch the road, then continued:

“They also help sow the grain, reap it with sickles, and plough the fields and gardens. They grind the wheat in stone mills, boil and dry it, then have horses tread it until it becomes bulgur. They pound lentils and wheat in great mortars. On the threshing floors, they separate the dried wheat, barley, chickpeas and lentils from their straw with horse-drawn threshers. They expect nothing in return for any of it.”

He fell silent for a while. Then, as though gathering the essence of everything he had said into a single sentence, he added:

“Here, praying without ever placing your hand upon the earth is considered incomplete.”

The driver’s words echoed in my mind for a long time.

I had not yet entered Hasenderiye. I had not seen Molla Cunun, nor had I met any of the Lovers at the lodge. Yet I already understood that the town before me was unlike any town I had ever known.

The vehicle drove onto the bridge over the Sevda River.

Mount Qaf grew larger with every moment, while Hasenderiye, rather than drawing nearer to us, seemed slowly to be emerging from behind a curtain.

THE LODGE OF THE SIXTH SECT OF LOVE

While I was pondering all this, the driver began speaking once more. As he talked, I took notes, sometimes writing without raising my head for fear of missing a single word. It was as though he knew in advance what I was curious about and answered every question forming in my mind before I had the chance to ask it.

I did not want the road to end.

“God willing, no one will interrupt him,” I thought. “And I wish he would drive a little more slowly.”

But the vehicle rounded one final bend, and before long it came to a halt before the magnificent gate of the Hasenderiye Lodge.

I thanked the driver. At my request, he dropped me off at the entrance. As I took my suitcases from the vehicle, I noticed a young man waiting for us before the gate.

“You must be Esref Mulaki Bey,” he said.

I nodded.

“I am Asik Ahmet. Welcome.”

Molla Cunun was in the chilehane that day. He had wished to receive me in person, but since he could not abandon his spiritual retreat halfway through, he had entrusted the task to Asik Ahmet.

When I looked at the man standing before me, I was almost struck speechless. I swallowed and, despite myself, examined him from head to foot.

This was the first disciple of the Sixth Sect of Love whom I had ever seen.

Asik Ahmet wore a white robe which, as I later learned, represented purity. The black sash around his waist resembled a dark line drawn across that whiteness. Over the robe he wore a coarse cloak of pure wool. The red turban upon his head drew the eye even from afar. White, black and red appeared upon his body like three distinct states touching one another.

In one hand he held a dark rosary made from olive stones. A small earring hung from one ear, and on the ring finger of his right hand was a silver ring set with red agate.

He had noticed me looking. Far from being troubled, he allowed the faintest smile to appear upon his face. Evidently, he was accustomed to being stared at in astonishment by newcomers like me.

“I can see that you have questions,” he said.

“Your clothing is rather striking.”

He indicated each item in turn.

“The white robe recalls the purity man carries within him from creation. The black sash represents the sevda bound around the waist of that purity. For love is like black writing inscribed upon a white heart: once written, it can neither be erased nor covered over. The woollen cloak represents poverty and the life of the dervish, stripped of the world’s ostentation. The red turban signifies the blood of Hazrat Husayn and the People of the House shed at Karbala, and reminds us that love is a covenant which, when necessary, must be paid for with one’s life. The earring signifies the Lover’s servitude at the gate of the Most Beautiful. The ring is the seal of devotion, showing that he can no longer turn back from the promise he has made.”

He raised the rosary in his hand and let its dark beads move across his palm.

“The rosary made from olive stones represents both the blessing of the sacred tree and the life concealed within a hard shell. The olive does not release its oil until it is crushed, nor does the Lover release the light within him until he is broken. And every bead of this rosary is a link in the chain of madness which the Lover has willingly taken into his own hands.”

He had begun explaining before we had even passed through the gate. It was as though he had been charged not merely with showing me around the lodge, but with revealing the invisible meaning behind everything I saw.

“The Lovers of the Sixth Sect of Love may share no bond of blood,” he said. “Yet their tribe, lineage and ancestry descend from the Askogullari—the Children of Love. Layla and Majnun, Farhad and Shirin, Joseph and Zuleikha all belong to this tribe. All who have fallen into the cause of love are of the same blood, no matter the age or country in which they lived. Even if they have never seen one another before, they recognize each other the moment they meet.”

“Is there some sign by which the Children of Love may be known?” I asked.

The smile vanished from Asik Ahmet’s face. For a moment, his gaze drifted into the distance.

“Their faces are pale and their backs are bent. Their eyes are bloodshot, and their cloaks are woven from blame. There is sorrow in their laughter and Layla in their ravings. Their road is the desert; their desire, solitude. Their speech is the ghazal, and their alphabet is the alif. Their tale is anguish, their prayer affliction, their rosary a chain and their goblet a tulip. They sow blood and pus, and reap grief and sorrow.”

When he finished, I could not reply for some time.

Something stirred within me that bore little resemblance to a journalist’s curiosity. It was not so much the meaning of his words as the serenity with which he spoke them that affected me. Without realizing it, I began to look into his eyes with greater attention.

Asik Ahmet turned and walked toward the gate. Stopping before it, he pointed to the stone threshold worn smooth beneath countless feet.

“Every door opens from one place into another,” he said. “But some thresholds carry a man from himself back to himself in an entirely different state. This stone separates not the outside from the inside, but habit from wonder, the known from the unknown, reason from the heart. People imagine it is the foot that crosses the threshold. In truth, it is the intention. A man does not always know what he leaves behind when he enters.”

Then he looked at me.

“Come. What you see within will be greater than anything you have heard outside.”

As I stepped across the threshold, an inexplicable shiver passed through me. I felt as though I were entering not a lodge, but the frontier of an invisible realm.

The moment I crossed it, I realized that his words had been no exaggeration.

In the courtyard, I saw dozens of male and female disciples together. Some were washing copper vessels beside the fountain; others carried firewood in their arms. Some sat quietly in a corner turning their rosaries. Several people were lifting heavy stones together, while beneath a tree a young woman bound the wounds of an elderly man.

White robes, black sashes and red turbans mingled throughout the courtyard. Seen from a distance, they moved like the different limbs of a single body.

It was a strange world.

For a moment, I felt as though I had entered a crowded plain of resurrection. Yet there were no cries, no fear and no confusion in this gathering. Everyone knew what task was theirs, and all moved within the same invisible harmony without colliding with one another.

Asik Ahmet had noticed my astonishment.

“Sorrow has seeped into their every state,” he said. “Into the way they sit and rise, the way they look, even the way they smile...”

One of the young men in the courtyard smiled at a companion as he passed us. There truly was a faint sadness upon his face—a sadness that seemed to refine even his joy.

“For one who has fallen into love,” Asik Ahmet continued, “cannot look upon spring as others do. Ordinary people rejoice when they see the rose, the narcissus, the tulip and the cypress. The Lover sees tears in the redness of the rose and his own heart in the darkness at the tulip’s breast. The cypress reminds him of days gone by, and the narcissus of the ruin wrought by a single glance from the beloved.”

I looked at several tulips blooming along the edge of the courtyard. The darkness at the center of their red petals reminded me of the blackness I had seen upon the surface of the Sevda River.

“Grief, sorrow and suffering,” said Asik Ahmet, “are a table laid for the beloved. Yet the food upon that table falls not to the beloved, but to the Lover. The table of suffering does not diminish as one eats from it; the more it is shared, the more abundant it becomes. Nor does the Lover sit there in order to be freed from his pain. He sits because he possesses no other provision with which to invite the beloved to the table of his heart.”

The scent of food rose from a large copper tray carried across the middle of the courtyard by two disciples. For a moment, the steaming dishes, the loaves of bread and Asik Ahmet’s imaginary table of suffering merged before my eyes.

If these were the words of a Lover I had met at the very gate of the lodge, what manner of man could Molla Cunun be?

The journalist within me immediately rebelled against this enchantment. I gathered myself, opened my notebook and once again began recording every detail I saw.

The lodge occupied a far greater area than it appeared to from outside. Beyond its magnificent main gate stood a soup kitchen, a hall of remembrance, a house of seclusion, a prayer hall, a library and baths. Arranged around them were a stone mill, olive and grape presses, a bulgur mill, a great mortar for lentils, a threshing floor and a place where green wheat was roasted into firik. Farther away stood sheepfolds, chicken coops, a burial ground, chambers for unmarried disciples and family quarters reserved for married disciples. Fields, olive groves, vineyards and orchards surrounded the entire complex.

Not all the buildings belonged to the same period.

The main gate, which faced east, had been positioned to receive the first light of morning. According to Asik Ahmet, the east meant more to the people of the lodge than the direction in which the sun rose. It signified the awakening of the heart from darkness, resurrection after death and the rebirth of truth within man. Anyone entering the lodge through the eastern gate was understood to have resolved to leave his own night outside.

The two-storey timber buildings that formed the main body of the lodge rested upon thick stone foundations. Despite wood that had darkened, cracked and rotted in places, the structures bore the full weight of time upon their shoulders like old dervishes who had waited for centuries in the same prostration. They were bent, but they had not fallen. Their walls had grown old, but had not surrendered. It seemed that what kept them standing was not stone and mortar, but the prayers repeated within them throughout the years.

Molla Cunun’s mansion, the library, the hall of remembrance, the chamber of sacred relics, the prayer hall and the baths appeared older than the other buildings. Time had stained their timbers a deep color, and the walls seemed to have absorbed the voices of the hundreds who had passed through them.

The most magnificent part of the lodge, however, was its great double gate.

According to Asik Ahmet, the gate and its ornamentation had been made nearly two hundred years earlier. Its wood had been carved by one of the finest craftsmen in the country. Later, a renowned calligrapher had inscribed upon its two leaves a pair of sentences expressing the spirit of the lodge.

On the right-hand leaf, in large nasta‘liq letters legible from afar, were the words:
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EVERYONE WILL ONE DAY BECOME MAJNUN

[image: ]


On the left-hand leaf was written:
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THE GREATEST MAJNUNS ARISE FROM AMONG THE LAYLAS
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When I asked what the two sentences meant, Asik Ahmet drew a folded sheet of paper from the inner pocket of his cloak.

“Molla Cunun once wrote a short piece on the subject,” he said.

He unfolded the paper and began to read:

“The Most Beautiful created existence in pairs. Layla was born from Majnun’s rib, and the fragment was parted from the whole. From this arises the inclination toward that which once belonged to oneself. Man’s adventure in this little world is his longing to recover what was separated from him. Yet neither femininity nor masculinity is sought in the state of Majnunhood. In the tale of Joseph and Zuleikha, Zuleikha is Majnun and Joseph is Layla. The fragment journeys toward the whole, and the whole toward the fragment. That is why, it is inevitable that the Laylas should one day become Majnuns. Indeed, the greatest Majnuns have arisen from among the Laylas. The clearest proof is Zuleikha, who searched the streets of Egypt for Joseph for eighteen years without surrendering hope.”

Asik Ahmet folded the paper once more and returned it to his pocket.

I looked again at the two leaves of the gate. The sentences stretching from one to the other seemed to unite whenever the gate opened and to part once more whenever it closed.

After taking several notes, I asked him how the lodge was administered.

Asik Ahmet slowed his speech so that I could write.

“The lodge possesses a powerful charitable foundation. Through it, shelter is provided for those who have no one. Gifted students who receive their first education here are sent to different countries without anything being asked in return. Some of our people are studying in America, Germany, Egypt and Iran.”

“Do they return afterwards?”

“Some return. Others serve where they are. But the bond of the heart is never severed.”

He told me that the inhabitants of the lodge spoke Turkish, Arabic, Persian, Kurdish, German, English and French. Some also knew Latin, Hebrew and Sanskrit. This was why visitors from different parts of the world did not feel like strangers there, and why the library contained works in so many languages.

When he had finished, he asked whether I was hungry.

“I am not,” I said. “I would rather begin the tour at once, if possible. Once Molla Cunun emerges from the chilehane, I may have no time left for anything else.”

“Then come this way.”

Our first destination was the soup kitchen.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE SOUP KITCHEN
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The moment I stepped through the door, heat struck my face. Steam rising from the copper cauldrons had gathered beneath the ceiling like a heavy cloud. Some people were chopping onions, others stirring the cauldrons with great wooden spoons, while two young men carried sacks of flour upon their backs.

There was a sweet commotion in the kitchen. Yet no one shouted, and no task was performed carelessly. They worked with the attention of worshippers carrying out the movements of a ritual.

Asik Ahmet explained:

“In the morning, soup and bread are served. In the evening, there is rice, stew and fruit compote. No one who comes to the lodge is asked where he came from, who he is or what he believes. Whoever enters through the gate is a guest.”

The olives, figs, grapes, wheat, lentils and chickpeas grown in the foundation’s groves, vineyards and fields were used in the kitchen. Lambs, chickens and turkeys were raised in the lodge’s own enclosures.

The most striking feature of the kitchen was the row of some ten enormous cauldrons. Olive wood burned beneath them. Whenever dry leaves from the pruned branches were cast into the fire, they gave off short, sharp sounds.

“Fifteen people work here,” said Asik Ahmet. “In two shifts...”

The kitchen was overseen by Hasan Efendi, a man of about fifty. They called him “the Mute Lover.”

“Can he truly not speak?” I asked.

“He can,” said Asik Ahmet. “But he guards against the waste of words as carefully as he guards against the waste of blessings.”

Hasan Efendi stood beside one of the great cauldrons, watching the young man who was stirring the food. Another disciple hurried over and said something to him. Without haste, Hasan Efendi looked into the cauldron.

“Be cooked in love,” he said.

Then he handed the wooden spoon to the young man.

“Cook with love.”

He said nothing more.

Everyone in the kitchen returned to their work. The cauldrons simmered in a low register. Knives struck the wooden counters in a measured rhythm, and the dry olive branches cast into the flames joined in with delicate crackles. Every touch of a ladle against copper produced a different note; the closing of lids, the pouring of water and the murmur of the hearths joined one another.

After a while, all these sounds became part of the same remembrance, conducted by an invisible serzakir. The soup kitchen no longer resembled a kitchen, but a vast hall of musical practice in which fire, water, iron and human hands played together.

Food was not merely being cooked there.

Love itself was slowly becoming its own composition.
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THE HALL OF REMEMBRANCE
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After leaving the soup kitchen, we entered the hall of remembrance.

The building was broad enough to accommodate nearly a hundred people, with a high timber ceiling and dark walls. In the center stood a great stove almost as tall as a man.

As dry olive leaves burned inside it, crackling sounds rose from within. Sometimes they softened, sometimes they intensified. Wrapped in its cloak like an old dervish, the stove seemed to perform its own remembrance.

The windows were small and set very high. The light entering through them dispersed in the air before reaching the floor, leaving the interior suspended between darkness and illumination.

“On six days of the week, after the dawn and night prayers, the Lovers enter into rabita here,” said Asik Ahmet. “The remembrances are performed in silence. Each Lover is given a different invocation according to his state.”

Thursday evenings held a special place in the life of the lodge. Preparations began after the sunset prayer. Before the night prayer, gifted muezzins recited the sala, while young Lovers sang hymns of love from the minaret.

“Even after the remembrance ends and everyone withdraws to their homes,” said Asik Ahmet, “the frail lights of the town do not go out until morning. Until the Friday prayer, another state lingers over Hasenderiye.”

I looked into the fire of the stove. The flames devoured the olive leaves and then curled upwards toward the chimney.

The rosaries made from olive stones in the hands of the disciples once again caught my attention.

“Why are all the rosaries made from olive stones?” I asked.

“Molla Cunun loves the olive,” he replied. “You will encounter it almost everywhere in this lodge. Its fruit is upon the table, its oil in the food, its wood in the hearth and its leaves in the fire. It becomes a cure for the sick and a gift for the traveler. Anyone who visits the lodge for the first time is also given a rosary made from olive stones. There are even people in the surrounding region who call this place the Zeytiniyye Lodge.”

He gathered his rosary into his palm.

“Molla Cunun once said the following during a discourse,” he continued, his voice taking on the cadence of recitation:

“What reason can remain in the head of one who has fallen into His love? Our rosary is the chain of madness—Hu! The road of the Kingdom of Love is the road of Majnunhood. The Majnuns take into their hands the chain placed around their necks and perform remembrance day and night, crying, ‘Bela! Bela!’ Did not Majnun, sultan of all Lovers, cry ‘Bela!’ when he beheld the Kaaba?”

Then he closed his eyes and recited several lines:

O Beloved,

When first You asked us,

“Am I not your Lord?”

Drunk on the sight of You,

We answered with one voice: “Bela!”

Bela was an oath sworn upon Your beauty;

To the anguish, sorrow, grief and sevda sent by You,

To everything encountered upon Your road,

It was to say “Yes!” with heart and soul.

Therefore the remembrance of the Lover,

Until his final breath, is bela.

The dark beads of the rosary moved slowly between his fingers. With the passing of each bead, it seemed as though one link of the chain were undone, only to be fastened once more.
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THE HOUSE OF SECLUSION

[image: ]


The chilehane was there.

As we went down the steps, the air grew colder. The scent of stone upon the walls became heavier. The narrow, windowless darkness was illuminated by only a few candles. As their flames trembled, the shadows upon the walls grew, shrank and changed their shapes.

The moment I entered, I shuddered.

I did not know in which corner of that darkness Molla Cunun was sitting. Perhaps only a thick wall of stone stood between us.

Asik Ahmet lowered his voice.

“At certain times, the Lovers close their doors to the world here. Every path has its ordeal. Sometimes a man becomes trapped at a particular station and cannot cross the threshold. Molla Cunun watches the Lovers. He listens to their words, their silences and their dreams. When the proper time comes, he summons one of them and says only, ‘Your time of ordeal has come, Lover.’”

The retreat did not last the same length of time for everyone. For some it continued for forty days; for others, longer. Molla Cunun decided when it should begin and when it had been completed.

“The most powerful word in the Kingdom of Hatred is to drive away,” said Asik Ahmet. “In the Kingdom of Love, it is to draw near. We call this qurbiyyet.”

I looked toward the corners the candlelight could not reach.

“Is this also the place where that nearness is sought?”

“As doors close, another door opens.”

He offered no further explanation.

After remaining silent for a while, he related words Molla Cunun often spoke concerning the ordeal:

“Our ordeal resembles that of Jacob and Zuleikha. Both loved Joseph, and both waited for eighteen years. Jacob’s house became the House of Sorrows; Zuleikha wandered the streets of Egypt wearing the cloak of blame. The ordeal of love cannot be shortened. The door will not open until the heart is as desolate as Jacob’s house and one’s state as steeped in blame as Zuleikha’s.”

The unease I had felt upon first entering the chilehane gradually diminished. I was becoming accustomed to the trembling candlelight, the silence of the stone walls and the chill which reminded me that I was beneath the earth.

There was a profound peace upon Asik Ahmet’s face. As he looked into my eyes, he appeared confident that he had fulfilled his duty properly.

I too was excited. Yet I must confess that this excitement did not arise solely from professional curiosity. I had not entered a spiritual ordeal, and still, for the first time since my arrival, an inexplicable spaciousness filled me within that narrow place.

The stone walls, rather than closing in upon me, seemed to shut out all the clamour of the world. The darkness extinguished not my sight, but the excesses that had accumulated within me. Time had grown thin in the flickering candlelight, and my breathing had slowed. The haste, titles, questions and fears belonging to the life above seemed to have remained at the head of the stairs.

The silence of the chilehane was not the absence of sound. On the contrary, it was filled with another voice which man cannot hear beneath the noise of daily life. There, a man heard not his own words, but the silence concealed beneath them. As the darkness rendered the objects around me invisible, it made the things I concealed within myself increasingly clear.

Then, I understood that the narrowness of the chilehane belonged to the body, while its vastness belonged to the heart. As the walls drew closer together, the chasms within man receded. As the world grew smaller, the heart expanded.

The shiver I had felt upon entering gave way to a deep stillness—one that was not frightening, yet left a man defenceless before himself.

We turned back toward the staircase.

After leaving the darkness of the chilehane behind and climbing above ground, our next destination was the library.
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THE LIBRARY
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Unlike the chilehane, the library was one of the most spacious places in the lodge.

Daylight poured in through large windows, illuminating the spines of books arranged upon high shelves. Some of the volumes were new; others had been worn by the touch of countless hands. Hundreds of works in Arabic, Persian, Turkish and languages I did not recognize stood side by side.

In one corner hung a ney, a rebab, a kudum and several stringed instruments. Upon the long table in the center lay open books, inkwells and dried flowers pressed between pages.

Asik Ahmet’s excitement rose once again.

“Books are read here after the dawn and night prayers,” he said. “Molla Cunun gives each Lover the works he must read, one after another. When a book has been completed, it is discussed with one of the sheikh’s deputies.”

Every day after the afternoon prayer, one of the deputies read aloud, while Molla Cunun interrupted wherever he considered necessary and offered commentary.

“The books are not chosen at random,” said Asik Ahmet. “The same door does not open before every Lover.”

We began walking between the shelves.

“The language of the Kingdom of Love is poetry, and its path is imagination,” he said. “There are few things in this lodge more precious than poetry and imagination.”

He drew an old divan from one of the shelves. When he opened its pages, a dried rose petal fell from between them.

“The realm beneath the moon pursues stone, measurement and the visible. Poetry searches for the trace of the invisible within what can be seen. That is why poetry is the language of education and spiritual knowledge here. Every Lover reads poetry and listens to poetry. And sometimes a day comes when his own tongue loosens of itself.”

“Is every spiritual guide also a poet?”

“We have never seen a guide who was not a poet. But we have seen many poets who could never become guides.”

He closed the book in his hand and returned it to the shelf.

“Poetry is not merely rhyme and metre. Sometimes the part left unspoken within a sentence is greater than the part that has been uttered.”

There were special shelves in the library reserved for copies of the Qur’an, commentaries upon the Masnavi and ancient divans. According to Asik Ahmet, Molla Cunun regarded the Qur’an as the most perfect poetry, and the Masnavi as one of the greatest inheritors of its poetic language.

“When Taptuk Emre said, ‘Speak, Yunus,’” he continued, “the tongue that had remained closed within Yunus’s heart opened. When Kerem fell in love with Asli, the tongue of his lute was loosened. That is why poetry is honored here. Poetry became a road for Attar, Rumi and Yunus.”

He stopped before the shelves and lowered his voice.

“But the poetry read here is not poetry that speaks only of the visible and remains content with appearances. It is the language of birds, a slender bridge stretched toward truth. It speaks of wine, but its intoxication lies elsewhere. It describes Layla’s lips, but points toward another beauty.”

A small nightingale sat in a cage beside the window. The bird tilted its head and watched us.

“It appears to speak of the nightingale,” said Asik Ahmet, “yet the shadow of its wing falls upon the Simurgh. It speaks of the dark and slender Layla, yet in Majnun’s eyes the Mawla appears. It makes milk flow from Farhad’s mountain, and through the wound opened by his pickaxe the treasure of Mount Qaf comes into view.”

Within the silence of the library, his words mingled with the books. It became difficult to distinguish which sentences belonged to him and which had been written centuries before.

“Love has friends and enemies,” he said. “It also has things that nourish it. Nothing nourishes love more than poetry. There are few who become Lovers without becoming entangled in verse. Poetry does not reveal the invisible directly; it points toward it. The keys to hidden treasures sometimes lie beneath the tongues of poets.”

He began listing the works read during the afternoon gatherings:

Attar’s Pand-nama, Ilahi-nama, Tadhkirat al-Awliya and The Conference of the Birds; Hakim Sanai’s Hadiqa; Imam al-Ghazali’s Ihya; Ahmad Ghazali’s Sawanih al-Ushshaq; the quatrains of Omar Khayyam; al-Qushayri’s Risala; Ibn Arabi’s Fusus al-Hikam; Rumi’s Masnavi; Saadi’s Gulistan; the divans of Yunus and Hafez; Fuzuli’s Layla and Majnun; Fazli’s 

























MOLLA CUNUN AND PARVATI: THE FIRST ENCOUNTER




















































































PARVATI AND LARISA VISIT THE TOWN
















































































































































































































































THE MUSEUM OF SACRED RELICS
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