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This bulky book with the title “Today’s Neighbor – Yesterday’s Subject”. Impressions of Ottoman and Turkish Travelers to Southeastern Europe (1890–1940) is an exhaustive analysis of how late Ottoman and early Republican travelers who dealt with the phenomenon of change and loss of “Rumelia” – as even today’s Turks call the former Ottoman realms in Southeastern Europe.

The major part of the travel literature that von Mende has identified are not monographic publications, but appeared in journals and newspapers. The author has comprehensively combed the journals Servet-i Fünun (since 1928: Resimli Uyanış), Sırat-ı Müstakim (since 1912: Sebilü r-Reşat), Türk Yurdu and Yedigün, but also the newspapers Tanin, Cumhuriyet, Hakimiyet-i Milliye, Ulus, Vakit, Son Posta and Tan for relevant contributions to the subject.

Von Mende leaves aside certain aspects, such as the First Balkan War and Hungary. The western parts of Southeastern Europe (that is in particular Serbia and Bosnia) were marginal anyway in the body of late Ottoman travel literature. Von Mende describes the authors of late Ottoman times – despite some ideological rifts – as a rather compact and well-established group of intellectuals, bureaucrats, journalists, and partially also bureaucrats, who share Istanbul as their common place of living and reference point. The same holds more or less true for the Republican period: The point of reference is now Ankara and much of the writing in the 1930s stands in connection with official Turkish delegations of journalists, in particular to Greece and Yugoslavia.

The decision of von Mende, made at a later stage of her dissertation (submitted at Free University of Berlin in 2016 and basis to this book), to include also the early Republican period was owed to the fact that some authors were contributing travel accounts before and after World War One, so that we see in the 1930s a marked increase of travel writing and that contrasting these two periods, late Ottoman and early Republican, turned out to be particularly fruitful when it comes to the analysis of continuities and ruptures.

The book deals with the writings of a two dozen of authors, but three groups of authors stand out with regard to their productivity and intellectual capacity – all of them born long before the obligatory adoption of family names in 1934: Ahmet Rasim (1864-1932), Halit Ziya (Uşaklıgil, 1866-1945) and Cenap Şahabettin (1870-1934) for the late Ottoman period; İsmail Habib (Sevük, 1892-1954), Sadri Etem (Ertem, 1898-1934) and Yaşar Nabi (Nayır, 1908-81) for the Republican period; and finally Ahmet İhsan (Tokgöz, 1868-1942), Ahmet Emin (Yalman, 1888-1972) and Falih Rıfkı (Atay, 1894-1971), who contributed writings both in the late Ottoman and early Republican period.

The period of fifty years analyzed in this book was uneven in its productivity: After barren years under Abdülhamid II there are many more reports with the return to constitutional rule in 1908 and in the early years of the Great War. Again, after a longer break, we see an upsurge of publications in the 1930s. A major part of the writing on Southeastern Europe in the late Ottoman period was literally created “in passing”, on the way from Istanbul to Western Europe. Cenap Şehabettin, on the way to Germany, devotes one of his 22 Avrupa Mektupları (“Letters from Europe”, 1917) to Bulgaria and Romania; Halit Ziya only one of his 36 Almanya Mektupları (“Letters from Germany”, 1915).

Von Mende achieves in carving out the differences between the period before and after World War One. Bucharest seemed to Ottoman observers to be the most advanced city in Southeastern Europe, but it was also to them the morally most depraved and it could not claim – like any other place in the region – to be more than a not-quite-European-yet version of Europe. Von Mende makes the interesting observation that Ottoman observers criticized scathingly the often ruthless “modernization” of Southeastern European cities, including the almost wholesome destruction of the Ottoman building stock, only in the case of Sofia. The reason probably was that only in Sofia the Ottoman past was directly present to the authors. Until 1909 Bulgaria and its capital had not been officially recognized by the Ottoman state.

For authors of the late Ottoman period with their “imperial self” (“imperiales Selbst” in the German original), Southeastern Europe was – quite comparable to Western European perceptions – a kind of half-foreign and half-own, a liminal region between their empire and Europe. Specific to them as representatives of the Ottoman Empire was that they ventured to reassure themselves about the greatness of their empire and that they were in the same aware of the empire’s weakness, thus oscillating continuously between feelings of inferiority, equality and superiority.

The topic of the loss of Rumelia (addressed in chapter 6) was important to Ottoman and Turkish observers, but not overwhelming: Authors with a biographical background in Rumelia do not mourn the loss of the former Ottoman realms more bitterly than others. Yet, Yahya Kemal (Beyatlı), born 1884 in Skopje, states in his Balkan’a Seyahatı (“Journey to the Balkans”, 1921) that the whole soil would smell of Turkishness and everywhere one would sense its traces.

Authors from the Republican period were less ambiguous. They may have been less condescending towards the “common people” there, but their praise of Southeastern European achievements is more restrained and indeed largely reserved for their new homeland, the Republic of Turkey. Belgrade has now taken the leading role and is seen as an example for the new capital Ankara. Falih Rıfkı Atay, a confidant of Atatürk and a staunch nationalist, concedes in his “Letters from Yugoslavia” in 1937 that the dark and retarded Asia has been blotted out in Belgrade. Let us also, he exhorts the reader, in Turkey “delete Asia from every place and everything”. Early Republic authors neither wholeheartedly rejected the road the former Ottoman realms had taken towards independent statehood nor nostalgically idealized Ottoman Rumelia, but they saw it as their task to make their memories of a past time compatible with a new reality and to make them utilizable for the new “nation-state”.

Heutiger Nachbar – gestriger Untertan is a rich and immensely well-documented book. The published version might have been a bit more condensed; on the other hand, the in extenso presentation of citations and viewpoints allows for a vivid and complete description of the various authors’ viewpoints. On the whole, this book is an authoritative account of late Ottoman and early Republican travel literature on Southeastern Europe in the fifty years covered.
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