
Brecht, turkish theater,  
and turkish-German 

Literature

Reception, Adaptation,  

and Innovation after 1960

eLa e. Gezen



Brecht, Turkish Theater, and Turkish-German Literature

Gezen.indd   iGezen.indd   i 1/24/2018   6:20:38 PM1/24/2018   6:20:38 PM



Studies in German Literature, Linguistics, and Culture

Gezen.indd   iiGezen.indd   ii 1/24/2018   6:22:17 PM1/24/2018   6:22:17 PM



Brecht, Turkish Theater, and 
Turkish-German Literature

Reception, Adaptation, and 
Innovation after 1960

Ela E. Gezen

Rochester, New York

Gezen.indd   iiiGezen.indd   iii 1/24/2018   6:22:17 PM1/24/2018   6:22:17 PM



Copyright © 2018 Ela E. Gezen

All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under current legislation, 
no part of this work may be photocopied, stored in a retrieval system, 

published, performed in public, adapted, broadcast, transmitted, 
recorded, or reproduced in any form or by any means,
 without the prior permission of the copyright owner.

First published 2018
by Camden House

Camden House is an imprint of Boydell & Brewer Inc.
668 Mt. Hope Avenue, Rochester, NY 14620, USA

www.camden-house.com
and of Boydell & Brewer Limited

PO Box 9, Woodbridge, Suffolk IP12 3DF, UK
www.boydell.co.uk

ISBN-13: 978-1-64014-024-0
ISBN-10: 1-64014-024-7

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Gezen, Ela E., 1977– author.
Title: Brecht, Turkish theater, and Turkish-German literature : reception, adaptation, 

and innovation after 1960 / Ela E. Gezen.
Description: Rochester, New York : Camden House, 2018. | Series: Studies in 

German literature, linguistics, and culture | Includes bibliographical references and 
index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017053770| ISBN 9781640140240 (hardcover : alk. paper) | 
ISBN 1640140247

Subjects: LCSH: German drama—20th century—History and criticism. | German 
literature—Turkish authors—History and criticism. | Theater—Turkey—
History—20th century. | Brecht, Bertolt, 1898–1956—Stage history—Turkey. | 
Brecht, Bertolt, 1898–1956—Influence.

Classification: LCC PT668 .G49 2018 | DDC 832/.91409—dc23 LC record 
available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017053770

This publication is printed on acid-free paper.
Printed in the United States of America.

Gezen.indd   ivGezen.indd   iv 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



Anneme ve Babama

Gezen.indd   vGezen.indd   v 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



Gezen.indd   viGezen.indd   vi 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



Contents

List of Illustrations ix

Acknowledgments xi

Introduction 1

1: Intersections of Politics and Aesthetics: Bertolt Brecht 
in the Turkish Context 16

2: Didactic Realism: Aras Ören and Working-Class Culture 39

3: Staged Pasts: Emine Sevgi Özdamar’s Dramatic Aesthetic 77

Conclusion 104

Notes 109

Bibliography 139

Index 155

Gezen.indd   viiGezen.indd   vii 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



Gezen.indd   viiiGezen.indd   viii 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



Illustrations

Fig. I.1. Gençlik Tiyatrosu ensemble with Horst Statkus in 
Erlangen (1954) 6

Fig. 1.1. Ayla Algan as Shen Te/Shui Ta in The Good Person of 
Szechwan, Istanbul 1964 21

Fig. 1.2. Mete Sezer, Ertuğrul Bilda, and Kayhan Yıldızoğlu as three 
gods in The Good Person of Szechwan, Istanbul 1964 22

Fig. 1.3. Trial scene, The Good Person of Szechwan, Istanbul 1964 23

Fig. 2.1. Aras Ören as member of Gençlik Tiyatrosu in Midasın 
Kulakları (Midas’s Ears), Erlangen (1960) 40

Fig. 2.2. Aras Ören as member of Gençlik Tiyatrosu Kafes Arkasında 
(Behind the Lattice), Erlangen (1962) 41

Fig. 2.3. Aras Ören as member of Gen-Ar Tiyatrosu in Sławomir 
Mrożek’s The Police, directed by Sermet Çağan (1967) 42

Fig. 2.4. Aras Ören as member of Gen-Ar Tiyatrosu in Gyula Háy’s 
The Horse, directed by Ege Ernart (1968) 43

Fig. 2.5. Işçi Tiyatrosu Berlin (TTO) ensemble performing 
Aras Ören’s learning play at the Technical University in 
West Berlin in 1971 69

Fig. 2.6. Işçi Tiyatrosu West Berlin (TTO) ensemble performing 
Aras Ören’s learning play at the Technical University in 
Berlin in 1971 70

Fig. 3.1. Emine Sevgi Özdamar with Rutkay Aziz as members of
the LCC ensemble in Marat/Sade (1968) 78

Fig. 3.2. Emine Sevgi Özdamar and Manfred Karge in Benno 
Besson’s production of Hamlet 80

Gezen.indd   ixGezen.indd   ix 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



x ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 3.3. Emine Sevgi Özdamar, Benno Besson, and Ezio 
Toffolutti during stage rehearsals for the Caucasian 
Chalk Circle (1978) 81

Fig. 3.4. Emine Sevgi Özdamar with Tuncel Kurtiz during 
stage rehearsals for Karagöz in Alamania (Blackeye in 
Germany, 1986) 83

Gezen.indd   xGezen.indd   x 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



Acknowledgments

I have been fortunate to benefit from the support of many indi-
viduals and institutions. While my doctoral dissertation dealt with 

a different subject, the seed for the idea for this book was planted during 
my time as a PhD student at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. It 
was my doctoral adviser Kader Konuk who first noticed in my analysis that 
Bertolt Brecht seemed to assume a significant “supporting role” as a recur-
ring source of influence for the artists I was discussing. I am indebted to her 
for getting me to think about the connection between Brecht and Turkish-
German studies scholarship, and for her continued support and encourage-
ment. Two colleagues (and close friends) accompanied this project from its 
initial phases to the very end: Seth Howes and Christian Rogowski. I owe 
Seth Howes, my Wegbegleiter for over a decade, more than I could express 
in words. His limitless generosity in reading my work, his reassuring words 
in moments of stasis and his unparalleled enthusiasm for my project have 
been indispensable. I am grateful to Christian Rogowski, a friend, colleague 
and mentor, who supported this project not only by generously reading 
the entire manuscript and providing valuable feedback but also with lively 
conversations in Amherst and beyond. I would like to thank my colleagues, 
Gülru Çakmak and Marisol Barbon, for their friendship and for their tireless 
support of all aspects of my life: you make Amherst home. I have been lucky 
to work with tremendously supportive colleagues, mentors, and friends 
in my program: I owe thanks to Andrew Donson, Barton Byg, Jonathan 
Skolnik, Robert Sullivan, Sherrill Harbison, Kerstin Mueller-Dembling, 
Frank Hugus, Sky Arndt-Briggs, and Sara Jackson. They ensured that I had 
time for writing, and they provided crucial feedback (and cheer) at various 
stages of the manuscript and kept me afloat (and sane) through hallway con-
versations, dinner gatherings, field trips, and meetings. I also want to thank 
Annette Damayanti Lienau, Jon Olsen, and Hiltrud Schulz for always hav-
ing an open door and ear. I owe thanks to my German studies colleagues in 
the Five College community, especially Anna Schrade, Jocelyn Kolb, Karen 
Remmler, Jeff Wallen, and Ute Brandes, for their support, encouragement, 
and feedback during our faculty seminar meetings. I would like to thank my 
fellow team members of the Mellon Mutual Mentoring Grant at UMass, 
especially Sara Lennox and Laura Doyle, for their crucial feedback in the 

Gezen.indd   xiGezen.indd   xi 1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM1/24/2018   6:22:23 PM



xii ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

early stages of the conceptualization of this project, and the Institute for 
Teaching Excellence and Faculty Development, especially Brian Baldi and 
Jung Yun, for generously supporting it.

I would like to thank Nina Berman, whose support and mentorship has 
been invaluable, Bala Venkat Mani for our many productive exchanges dur-
ing our wonderfully regular chance encounters, and Sonja Klocke, whose 
reassuring words gave me the needed push to overcome my own hesita-
tions. Thanks to Berna Güneli, my coconspirator on a variety of projects, 
a friend and a colleague who stood by my side with her infinite optimism. 
Additionally I would like to thank Leslie Adelson, David Gramling, Marc 
Silberman, Martin Kagel, Deniz Göktürk, Kira Thurman, Randall Halle, 
Yasemin Yildiz, Andrew Zimmerman, Damani Partridge, Daniel Kojo 
Schrade, Stuart Parker, Olivia Landry, Irene Kacandes, Kristin Dickinson, 
Vera Stegmann, and Priscilla Layne for stimulating conversations and pro-
ductive exchanges at conferences, workshops, and professional meetings.

I am grateful for my time in the multidisciplinary research program 
EUME (Europe in the Middle East—The Middle East in Europe), which 
provided a tremendously productive forum for engaging in interdisciplinary 
conversations with colleagues who share many of my concerns, even if they 
work on different subjects and employ different methodologies. I would like 
to thank especially its academic coordinator, Georges Khalil, and my fel-
low participants, Erol Ülker, Banu Karaca, Margaret Litvin, Beth Holt, and 
Saima Akhtar.

I would like to thank the University of Massachusetts and the Forum 
Transregionale Studien for financially supporting research for this project. 
My heartfelt thanks to the colleagues at the Interlibrary Loan (ILL) office 
at UMass; their resourcefulness to attain seemingly unattainable texts 
never ceases to amaze me. I will never forget holding a first edition of the 
first Turkish Brecht translation from Boğaziçi University in Istanbul. I owe 
thanks to Jim Kelly, our research librarian, who tirelessly figured out ways 
to bring any kind of materials here (from anywhere). I would like to thank 
Annie Sollinger for her support, help and expertise with the images.

I want to express my gratitude to Iliane Thiemann and Anett Schubotz 
at the Bertolt-Brecht-Archiv, and Katja Geisler at the Stadtarchiv Erlangen. 
I would like to thank Helga Neumann at the Archiv der Akademie der 
Künste in particular for her helpfulness and patience for all my questions 
and queries. I am grateful to Aras Ören and Emine Sevgi Özdamar for 
granting me permission to use their photos and unpublished sources.

By coincidence I met Jim Walker at the Symposium of the International 
Brecht Society in Oxford in June 2016. That is where our collaboration 
began, and now that it is nearing its end, I can say that I could not have 

Gezen.indd   xiiGezen.indd   xii 1/24/2018   6:22:26 PM1/24/2018   6:22:26 PM



 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS xiii

wished for a better editor. I thank him for his generous guidance and his 
enthusiasm from beginning to end. I also would like to extend my deepest 
gratitude to both anonymous reviewers for their careful attention to the 
manuscript and their helpful critical suggestions for improving it.

I want to thank my parents, who had to leave Turkey during the tumul-
tuous upheavals this book addresses. They taught me everything I know. I 
dedicate this book to them. I am grateful to my husband Diogenes for know-
ing what I needed when I did not, for his unconditional love (and patience), 
and for always being a sounding board to my ideas. I could not have done it 
without you. And lastly, I would like to thank Cem, my little tortoise, I will 
never forget our joint writing sessions, your endless cheer and support.

Earlier versions of sections in chapter 2 appeared as “Aras Ören and the 
(West) German Literary Left,” Literature Compass 13, no. 5 (2016): 324–
31; and “Convergent Realisms: Aras Ören, Nazım Hikmet, and Bertolt 
Brecht,” Colloquia Germanica 45, no. 3/4 (October 2015), 377–93. 
Chapter 3 revises material previously published as “Staging Berlin: Emine 
Sevgi Özdamar’s Seltsame Sterne starren zur Erde,” German Studies Review 
38, no. 11 (2015): 83–96. A small excerpt from “Brecht on the Turkish 
Stage: Adaptation, Experimentation, and Theatre Aesthetics in Genco 
Erkal’s Dostlar Tiyatrosu,” German Life and Letters 69, no. 2 (2016): 269–
84, appears in revised form in chapter 1.

Gezen.indd   xiiiGezen.indd   xiii 1/24/2018   6:22:26 PM1/24/2018   6:22:26 PM



Gezen.indd   xivGezen.indd   xiv 1/24/2018   6:22:26 PM1/24/2018   6:22:26 PM



Introduction

In 1968 dramaturg Käthe Rülicke-Weiler, a former member of 
Bertolt Brecht’s theater company, the Berliner Ensemble, remarked that 

“of the fifty-three countries in which Brecht was staged in the ten years fol-
lowing his death, more than half are not in Europe but in Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America.”1 Brecht, generally regarded as the most influential play-
wright of the twentieth century, died in 1956, but his theoretical writings 
and dramaturgical practices shaped many of the debates—albeit to differ-
ing degrees—about the politics of culture in divided Germany throughout 
the politically tumultuous 1960s. The impact of his work went far beyond a 
German or even a narrowly defined Cold War context. He was, as this book 
will demonstrate, a key figure in Turkey, where a period of liberalization fol-
lowing the military coup of 1960 saw the emergence of a new generation of 
politically engaged intellectuals who sought to link culture to politics, art 
to life, and theater to revolutionary practice in the service of effecting soci-
etal change. I will, moreover, highlight this period’s significance for Turkish-
German literature, exemplified by authors such as Emine Sevgi Özdamar 
and Aras Ören. For decades, I will argue, Bertolt Brecht has connected 
two literary histories that have as a result become ever more intertwined. 
Studying how Brecht’s thought was first interpreted by theater practitio-
ners in Turkey, and then by Turkish writers living in Germany enhances our 
understanding of the intellectual interchanges that shaped the emergence of 
Turkish-German literature.

The Brecht-Dialog, the context for Rülicke-Weiler’s remarks, was the 
first international Brecht conference, which was convened in East Berlin 
in February 1968 in honor of Brecht’s seventieth birthday. With the 
motto “Politics at the Theater”—a phrase taken from Brecht’s Katzgraben-
Notate—it had been organized jointly by three prominent East German 
cultural institutions, the Berliner Ensemble, the Academy of Arts, and the 
Center of the International Theater Institute (ITI), which conceived of the 
conference as an “encounter of progressive theater practitioners and liter-
ary scholars from many countries” and placed the practicability of Brecht’s 
working methods in differing social settings at the center of their agenda.2 
A special issue of the leading East German theater journal Theater der Zeit, 
titled “Brecht auf den Bühnen der Welt” (Brecht on the Stages of the World, 
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2 INTRODUCTION

1968), included “national reports” by many of the conference’s participants, 
in which they discussed how Brecht influenced theater in their respective 
countries, and whether they encountered difficulties staging Brecht.3 While 
national specificities and sociopolitical realities differed across the board, 
contributors all insisted that their engagement with Brecht was not based 
on mere imitation. Instead they pointed to intersections between Brecht’s 
dramaturgy and their respective local or national traditions (as for example 
in Egypt and Sri Lanka), arguing that they were adapting—rather than 
merely adopting—Brecht’s aesthetics.4

Ten years later, in 1978, the Brecht-Dialog reconvened in East Berlin, 
in commemoration of Brecht’s eightieth birthday this time, with the theme 
“Art and Politics” and drew participants from forty countries. Continuing 
the emphasis on international discussion and exchange, and including coun-
tries from all “Three Worlds” (with the Federal German Republic listed 
as a foreign participant), one of the colloquia organized by the Berliner 
Ensemble and the Brecht Center of the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR) was titled “Problems in the International Reception of Brecht.” It 
was attended by theater practitioners from the GDR, Egypt, Sudan, France, 
Japan, and the United States, among others. As a participant in this collo-
quium, director Manfred Wekwerth emphasized that what was under dis-
cussion was the “Brecht Method” itself, rather than “individual results.”5 
He further acknowledged an increasing interest in Brecht in “Third World” 
countries, while at the same time pointing to reservations about Brecht and 
also some rejection of his ideas in the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). 
He also addressed current discussions regarding Brecht’s usefulness in the 
GDR, as a state that resolved its “class antagonism.”6 His colleague, drama-
turg Joachim Tenschert, similarly underlined the growing interest in Brecht 
beyond Germany and Europe noting that “in Arabic countries, sub-Saharan 
Africa, and in Latin American countries, for years there has been a strong, 
almost hungry recourse to Brecht.”7 While not in attendance in 1968, this 
time Turkey was represented through prominent Brechtian director and 
actor Genco Erkal as well as actress Zeliha Berksoy (both important figures 
in the Turkish reception of Brecht, but also in the context of Vasıf Öngören’s 
theater work, to which I will turn in the first chapter).8

In the context of this Brecht-Dialog, representatives of the “devel-
oping countries” asked for a separate meeting, which resulted in the next 
Brecht-Dialog in 1980 solely focusing on Africa, Asia, and South America.9 
The reasoning behind this request, as addressed in the ensuing publica-
tion, was the perceived difference in focus: foregrounding an emphasis on 
the transformation of societal conditions instead of focusing on aesthetic 
questions, deemed central to European colleagues.10 In his introduction to 
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 INTRODUCTION 3

the proceedings of this event, Werner Hecht noted that “the adaptation of 
Brecht” was given precedence over mere “Brecht reception . . . which takes 
the Brecht text or Brecht source solely as stimulus or point of departure.”11 
He further remarked that the “appeal of Brecht in developing countries can 
be traced to his method, which specifically demands the political incorpora-
tion of art into the societal process.”12 This point was reinforced by literary 
scholar Magdi Youssef, who directed attention to the necessity of transform-
ing Brecht’s work, even to the point of “rewriting it,” to adapt it to local con-
cerns and circumstances.13

In 1993 Brecht scholar Marc Silberman pointed to a “disparity in Brecht 
reception,” addressing a “non-synchroneity” of Brecht reception in the 
“Three Worlds.” Specifically, Silberman contrasted the canonization, pro-
fessionalization, and institutionalization of Brechtian theater in Europe and 
North America with Brecht’s role “in the so-called Third World of Central 
and South America, Asia and Africa” where his “work has played and contin-
ues to play a vital role in theatre for articulating the emancipatory political 
process of national transformation.”14 Like the participants in the Brecht-
Dialog conferences, Silberman foregrounded how in the non-Western world 
practitioners and theorists alike stressed theater’s significance for interven-
ing in socio political processes.15 In fact, at the seventh international Brecht 
symposium, organized by the International Brecht Society, which was held 
in 1986 in Hong Kong, participants from twenty-five countries weighed in 
on precisely these issues, with a special focus on Africa and Asia.16

Why begin with this discussion of Brecht’s reception outside Germany, 
the non-Western world in particular? In addition to the disparity with 
regard to the geopolitical differences in Brecht reception pointed out 
by Silberman, Turkey, apart from the Brecht-Dialog in 1978, seems to be 
absent from this international discussion—or at least in the documenta-
tion thereof. In this book I will not enter into a discussion on the changing 
politico-economic, ideological, or diplomatic issues regarding Turkey’s posi-
tion in relation to the so-called Three Worlds, nor will I attempt to discuss 
the usefulness and accuracy of this rhetoric.17 However Turkey’s referen-
tial status as a non-European and non-Western country located at Europe’s 
periphery is certainly an important factor for my consideration of Turkish-
German cultural exchange in the postwar period, specifically with regard to 
the implementation, adaptation, and transformation of Brecht in both the 
Turkish and Turkish-German contexts.

While the theoretical and practical conversation about Brecht recep-
tion beyond Europe and the United States has evolved, with the inclu-
sion of Brechtian theater aesthetics in Africa, East and South Asia, 
South America, and the Middle East, perspectives on the reception of 
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