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TURKISH MIRROR  
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“You can have no idea, my heir to the true faith, 
what this prosperous city was like when I was a 
boy, so listen, for I am now going to tell you.” 
 
Turkish Mirror takes the reader on an adventurous 
journey back in time to 16th century Hungary, when 
the country was still a new suzerainty of the 
victorious Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent, an 
unstable borderland situated between two great 
empires, a colorful cavalcade of calendars, taxation 
systems, languages, writings and sacred writings; 
kings and emperors, mighty sultans, Hungarian 
nobles and Ottoman Beys, merchants, city 
burghers, village magistrates – and from time to 
time, even angels and djinns and peculiar flying machines.  
 
In the novel we see the city of Pécs gradually giving way to the world of the 
Thousand and One Arabian Nights where camels walk the streets, apricots and 
dates hang from the trees in abundance, thieves roam the woods, and the first 
mosque and Turkish bath are built. Indeed, the great charm of Turkish Mirror 
lies in its uninhibited flair for story telling, while its ingenuity lies in showing us 
the world of Hungary through the eyes of the occupying Ottoman Turks, which 
is thus presented as a complex, puzzling multinational land froth with danger 
and ruled by complex power relations as opposed to the Padishah’s civilized 
and refined empire. Thanks to this surprising point of view, the reader suddenly 
finds himself on a terrain where everything that was familiar is now foreign and 
exotic. 
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FROM THE PRESS 
 
„To teach and to entertain. The author bends the parameters of his book 
according to this double cause, which is obvious from the title too. The Turkish 
Mirror on one hand evokes the traditional, didactic genre of aristocratic 
biographies (»mirrors«) of the time, but at the same time reflects on the fresh 
aspect from which the story is told: the well-known historical times are 
presented here from the other side, as seen in a »turkish mirror«, being the 
same, yet utterly different. Because in this mirror, the »last bastion of the 
cultured world« is the meeting point of the Danube and the Sava rivers at 
Belgrade, after which begins the realm of »degenerate men« – that is to say, 
the faithless Hungarians.” 

Sándor Bazsányi, Élet és Irodalom  
 
 
„We see here an army of characters, each trying to get through life with 
cunning, lies, aggression and corruption – they are all frail and mortal from the 
graceful Padishah to the last slave-girl, like in the machinery of a turkish-style 
mystery play. The main point of the novel is not the human being in itself, but 
the place: Pécs, the turkish stronghold, where Isa is drawn by chance (by the 
will of Allah through the Padishah), and where every important thing in his life -
– love, war, enlightment – has to happen. We are at home in Pécs, and that is 
why we can call this blood-stained chronic a »friendly read«. For the author, 
Pécs is the place of multiculturalism, a notion often evoked in a shallow and 
deprecating manner. People of the same faith but of different nations, people 
of the same language but coming from different parts of the world, people of 
different fates are struggling to survive in the same earthly confinement, where 
even the solitude of the rogue princes is an illusion, according to the laws of 
fate. And still, says the author, the Place is there so that we can find the 
indispensable past in it, a past we can always remold to our own fashion.” 
 

József Tamás Reményi, Népszabadság  
 
„The main feature of Turkish Mirror is it’s laid-back and unstoppable way of 
storytelling, and because of this it can easily be read as the series of adventures 
by the young Isa; however, the real virtues of the book lie not in the events, 
but in the world the author has created and in which the events are happening. 
We are alking about the turkish suzeranity of the 16th century, the sanjak of 
Pécs to be more precise. The novel’s great invention is that it draws up it’s 
world from the point of view of the faithful invaders. Hungary, with it’s many 
nations and complex political landscape is a chaotic, dangerous and unruly 
territory compared to the civilized and sophisticated empire of the Padishah. 
And with this turn of the point of view, the reader also finds him- or herself in 
an unpredictable realm: everything that seemed to be familiar, suddenly 
becomes alien and exotic.”   

József Keresztesi, Revizor Online 
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TURKISH MIRROR 
Excerpts 

 
How the foolish frenghi sultans came to blows 

 
My tutor Sejfi told me the story just as the Ottoman scribes of blessed 
memory had recorded it. I listened to him spellbound, and he, Sejfi, 
continued to relate it with due seriousness, though from time to time he 
stopped for a smile. 

I loved Sejfi very much. 
This is the tale he told. 

 
Back in those days, the sultans of the western nations, blinded by the errant 
faith of idolatry, paid homage to the imperial crown, and so they all coveted 
it, down to the last man. But this crown was in the possession of Laus (whom 
the base giaours called King Louis the Second), in short, this so-called crown 
was in the possession of by this foolish Laus, who was the sultan of the lands 
of Alamania and Ungurus. The infidel idolaters called these vilajets Germany 
and Hungary. 

So then, this sultan Laus, or Louis, held very great power in his 
unclean hands. The domain of his Sandzaks and his countless castles spread 
over immeasurable distances, his foot soldiers and mounted soldiers were as 
the stars in the sky, his estates and serfs who worked the soil like blades of 
grass in the meadow, like grains of sand in the desert. And as for his armies! 
Every one of his pig-faced soldiers was so tall and terrifying, you’d think that 
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they’d descended from djinns, their horses snorted fire like dragons, and 
were as huge as the Rukh bird in the Arabian Nights. The equestrian and foot 
soldiers were clad in iron from head to toe and they wielded their weapons 
as ferociously as any devil. Their lieutenants were as expert in the 
arrangement and deployment of their troops as Asaph, the war lord of 
Solomon the Wise, while their bravery was akin to Tuse, the great Persian 
hero of times long past. 

But that’s not all, because Louis was not the only sultan of Frengistan. 
There was Louis’s basest of all relatives, Sultan Ferendus, who had himself 
called Emperor Ferdinand, and this Ferendus was legendary for his avarice. 

And what happened? The sultan of Franche was the dim-witted and 
conceited Francisco, also known as Francis. This Franche is what we call 
France. Anyway, this Francis also coveted the crown and reasoned thus: “I 
shall wage war against Louis to get my hands on that crown.”  But Louis was 
strong, because he and the German Ferdinand traveled in the same caravan. 
Besides, Ferdinand had a brother, Karlo, also called Charles, the sultan of 
Hispania. This Charles, who also bid his time sunk in the putrid marshes of the 
infidel, was a sultan who enjoyed great power, and when he learned that 
Francis had attacked Ferdinand, he boiled with rage, because Ferdinand was 
his brother. He promptly went to war and attacked the sultan king Francis, 
that French villain. 

So now Francis was waging war on two fronts. He clashed swords with 
Ferdinand and Louis, both of whom he had attacked with Charles, who came 
to Ferdinand’s aid, he being his younger brother. It soon became apparent 
that King Francis is no match for the combined strengths of Louis, Ferdinand 
and the Spanish king, Charles. 

When these three had seized several castles along with the 
surrounding villages from Francis, and when King Francis saw that he could 
not vanquish all three, he became sore afraid. He began ruminating about 
how he could maneuver the chariot of his plan, conceived by his intellect, 
contaminated as it was by the contagion of conceit, into the courtyard of the 
palace of action, when thus reflecting, a small spark of inspiration suddenly 
flared up in his deluded mind. He called for paper, pen and ink, sat himself 
down, and began to pen a letter to the Padishah (may he shine in the light of 
Allah!), the Mighty Suleyman, because back then he was the khalifah, the 
defender of the faith, the heroic successor to the Prophet Muhammad (may 
blessings shower down upon him and his family!). I quote the letter just as it 
was writ: 
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The letter of the pigheaded King Francis 
 
O, Bright and Exalted Suleyman, who art the defender of the true faith 
against pork eaters and Christians who are themselves as pigs! I, the base and 
mean spirited Francisco, driven by the promptings of my witless brain feeding 
on the dung heap of rashness, did attack Laus, the unclean and unvirtuous 
sultan of Alamania and Ungurus in order to lay my hands on their worthless 
and vainglorious crown. But the blood brother of Ferendus, the ignoble King 
Karlo sultan fit for the gallows, who is the sultan of the land of Hispania, 
thereupon also did take up arms against me, and now the three of them are 
devastating my loathsome country, an abomination even to behold, from two 
directions at once. Their forces united, they are dealing destruction and 
bringing ruination on Franche, this deepest cesspool of idolatry, every 
impenitent inhabitant of which will burn in the fire of the lowest circle of hell 
after their deaths, myself included. 

Grand Phadishah of the bright understanding! I, Francisco, crawling 
on my belly, rubbing my unworthy cheeks against the leg of your tabouret, 
beseech you to teach the German and the Magyar giaour Jesus-followers to 
the east, inebriated as they be with the wine of pretension, a lesson they will 
not soon forget, in which case my own ignoble army can make short shrift of 
the wicked King Karlo to the west. If you will assist me in my great affliction, I 
shall be the happiest of your base vassals and shall be your humble servant 
until my dying day and beyond, because my black-natured giaour 
descendants and depraved issue shall be likewise devoted to you to the end 
of times, down to the last man. I will also bring the Sun and the Moon down 
for you. 
 

And the Phadishah of the angelic nature was merciful unto him. 
And that’s how it began. 

 
 

Madonna 
 
The weeks went by, the giaours’ Christmas, when they celebrate the prophet 
Jesus’ birthday (may round-eyed houris pamper Him in Allah’s orchards!) had 
come and gone, and I was still suffering because of Sudabé, thinking how I 
might catch a glimpse of her countenance at last. Meanwhile, after late night 
prayers, I continued peeling away at the wall by the light of a candle in that 
bare room. The erring bishop had left many books behind, so Dervish bey 
ordered Sejfi to instruct me in Latin and rhetoric, but Sejfi was too caught up 
to check if I’d done the lessons from the Koran he’d marked out for me. The 
scribe Gergely was supposed to teach me to write Latin and Hungarian, but I 
ran away from him and hid behind the church with the Serbs. And all the 
while Ferruh saw the plaster gradually peeling away on the wall behind the 
heap of straw. Also, my foster father never noticed that I wasn’t learning 
anything. He was too preoccupied running after all those many alterations 
waiting for him in the surrounding areas, and in town too. 
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 The castellan was a veteran janissary. His name was Ali, and he 
bagged fifty silver akche a day. Anyway, on one occasion I saw this dizdar 
prepare to visit the town, so I went up to him and lied that the bey ordered 
me to go with him and chose a cat and buy it, and he’d give Ali the price 
afterward. Ali dizdar believed me and had one of his men accompany me 
round the great market while he visited the meat surveyors and the market 
supervisors. But there were no cats to be had at the market, so we returned 
empty handed. The minute we walked through the castle gate I ran off, and 
the castellan went to tell the bey that he could not purchase a cat, alas. 
That’s how ignorant and wicked I was. 
 The good Dervish bey had me locked up in a downstairs room of the 
palace. I had never been there before. The room was located in the northern 
wing, where it almost brushed up against the corner of the great church. It 
was never heated, and it had just one small window that afforded scant light 
under the crossbeamed ceiling. First I tried prying it open to make my escape, 
and then, when I couldn’t open it no matter how hard I tried, and I didn’t 
dare break the glass, I began scattering the rush mats heaped up along the 
wall so they’d serve me for a cover against the cold. But there was something 
behind them that they wanted to hide, framed canvases leaning against the 
wall, twenty of them, at least. Colorful canvases stretched taut between 
wooden frames! Some of the frames were simple, but others had ornate 
wooded carving on them the likes of which I had never seen. Allah, help me, I 
thought, these are paintings! Kasim bey had not burned them when he 
occupied the castle. Why not? He didn’t have the heart? He had them all 
taken down from the walls and had them brought to this remote chamber on 
the ground floor, so no one should see them. Also, in order to protect them, 
because the rooms upstairs that were not used were damp.  
 I flung all the rush mats from in front of the pictures and took a look 
at the first, but immediately started back. Oh Lord, have mercy on me! There 
is no strength and might besides the most majestic and august Allah! There 
was a hideous painting on that canvas reviling the prophet! And how 
beautiful it was! And how that beauty frightened me! It was just like life, and 
that made it distasteful. It wasn’t the prophet Mohamed, just the prophet 
Jesus, but he was naked, with just a piece of cloth covering his loins, and he 
was nailed to that wooden cross the pagans worship, and there was a wound 
in his chest, and the blood was flowing. A disgrace. And the distance! How 
can the giaour masters portray distance when the canvas is flat? And yet I felt 
as if I were falling into a well, as if a maelstorm were sucking me in, because 
there was distance on the canvas, and the prophet had a body! His thigh and 
arm and every part of him was round. Beauty and witchcraft! I reeled as I 
touched it, but then frightened, drew my hand away. 
 I looked at it for a long time, but then I wanted to see the others, too, 
because the first painting affected me the way opium affects the enervated. 
And when I put the Jesus painting aside, I saw the one behind it, but by then 
it was too late, I couldn’t cover it. It showed Mother Maryam nursing the 
baby Jesus. I saw the infant take the nipple between his lips, and all the time 
he was looking at me with such mischief, squinting, but looking at me all the 
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same, looking out of the picture, somehow, and Mother Maryam’s other 
breast was uncovered, too, and her pale pink nipple stiff, and just like Jesus, 
she was also looking straight at me, and I stepped back, because I would have 
never thought such shocking impertinance possible, and meanwhile my 
manhood stiffened and strained against my pants because I imagined that 
Sudabé’s face is like that, and I had to reach inside my pants to fix it, and I 
grabbed it, but I pulled back the skin too far and then back again, and then 
the muezzin’s ezan calling the faithful to prayer came from the great tower, 
everything around me turned dark, my knees grew weak, the heat flooded 
me, the key turned in the door, and it was Ferruh aga come to let me out to 
the mosque because it was Friday, and I groaned, helpless, and the viscous 
fluid flooded by pants, and Ferruh just stood there, but then there was a 
strange gleam in his eye as if he’d been struck by lightning. 
 “Which hand did you slip inside your pants?” 
 “What? What did you…” I started to say, leaning against the wall, 
trembling. 
 “Which hand was in your pants?” 
 “This,” I said with a look at that something shimmering on my left 
hand. 
 “Let’s go,” he said, then grabbed me by the neck and ran with me up 
the stairs, and there dragged me into the room where I practiced archery. 
 “Pick it up,” he said, pointing. “Grab that bow! No. Not with that! 
With the other hand! Your right hand! And place the arrow against the string 
with the other!” 
 “But it’s… it’s… you know.” 
 “You’ll wash it off later. Here, take it, draw it back. And now, shoot!” 
 I pulled taut the bowstring. I didn’t have much strength, just a new 
sense of balance I hadn’t felt before. I took a deep breath and released the 
string. The arrow pierced that darned bale right in the middle and landed in 
the half of an apple I’d stuck there for a bull’s eye. I looked incredulous at 
Ferruh aga, and he grinned like one demented. He had tears in his eyes, and 
he kept slapping his thigh. I placed another arrow along the bowstring and 
sent it in wake of the one before it, and then again and again, so the arrows 
split each other apart in what remained of the apple.  
 “In the name of Allah, boy, you’re left-handed! You’re left-handed, 
boy, understand?”    
  Moral: God is the best teacher. 
 
 

The four points of the compass 
 
You can have no idea, my heir to the true faith, what this prosperous city was 
like when I was a boy, so listen, for I am now going to tell you. 

The bazaar was called the piac here, and at this piac, the pagan 
women not only sat around without an izar or some other veil to cover their 
faces, but they were not even loathe to shout and quarrel. What’s more, they 
even laughed with their mouth open. To be sure, many serving women with 
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covered faces came to this bazaar, but the ladies of Ottoman houses would 
do so only occasionally, and even then, only when accompanied by 
menservants. But there were plenty of German burgher women in kerchiefs, 
Hungarian farmers, wives of Serbian and Bulgarian soldiers, and all sorts of 
womenfolk whose identity at first glance I couldn’t have even guessed – 
Muslim and pagan and gipsy, from the outer district of Siklós, all without 
izars, Italians from Mill’s Corner, and Jewish and Armenian merchants’ wives 
from Grand Street. 

Because, good effendi, in this Hungary here, even before our 
conquest the Hungarians lived in the villages, large and small, as peasants, 
while in the few towns they had, the people spoke a medley of languages, 
because their ancestors had settled here to engage in commerce and 
industry. The beys and notables of the Hungarians didn’t live in the cities, 
though, but in their own castles with their servants, and they gave no heed to 
commerce or industry, because they thought it beneath their dignity. They 
just liked collecting taxes and tariffs from the cities, but their king took the 
largest of these from between their hands. Pécs was an exception, though, 
because the man who owned it lived in the town, and this landlord was no 
other than the bishop himself. Until he fled from the Phadishah, of course. 

At the bazaar the Hungarian hawkers sold mostly their own produce– 
wine, grain, chicken, eggs, sheeps’ heads and also (may the Lord have mercy 
on their miserable souls!) pigs. In early spring there are no fruits or 
vegetables here, but there are walnuts, almonds and hazel nuts left over 
from the fall, and also, there was baked noodles sweetened with honey. They 
sold fish, too, but not much of it, because the big river, the Danube, is more 
than a day’s journey from here. And so is the Dráva. They catch the fish in the 
swamps fed by the waters of the Mill Stream and other springs rushing down 
from the mountains. Some of these fish taste like the swamps because they 
feed on mud, but there are those that prey on other fish, and so their meat is 
white and tastes even better than the fish of the sea. The barbarians call 
these fish csuka and harcsa. They keep the fish in big tubs but have no 
difficulty in changing the water, because the fresh stream water comes 
chortling down to the bazaar square through a wide channel.  

This bazaar, or piac, is the heart of the city. The city itself is nearly 
rectangular in shape, a rectangle whose corners are round, while its sides are 
gently curved, and one corner of this rectangle, the one to the northwest, 
contains the inner castle, where we lived. The bazaar square lies in the 
middle of a cross from where roads lead toward the four point of the 
compass, meaning the four gates. The eastern gate is called the Buda Gate, 
because that’s where the highroad to Buda begins. It skirts the mountains, 
then turns north. Just outside the gate you have to cross a stone bridge, 
because a fast and abundant stream runs past the walls. That’s the Mill 
Stream. It’s called the Mill Stream because further uphill, on the outskirts 
called Mill’s Corner, the water, retained into small ponds, works the wheels 
of forty mills, I’d say. Some mills crush grain, some are oil mills that press oil 
out of linseed and hempseed, but there are also saw mills, where the power 
of the water is used to cut beams for buildings and finer lumber for furniture, 
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carriages and gun carriages, and there’s also the dominion gunpowder mill, 
which not only supplies the local garrison with gunpowder, but the smaller 
castles of the sandzak, Mohács, Szekszárd, Szekcső, Anyavár, Márévár, 
Szászvár, Görösgall, Sellye, Siklós and the rest as well. There was plenty of 
need for the gunpowder, because back then, the sandzak of Pécs was a 
dangerous border area, even during peacetime. No wonder. Sziget, one of 
the strongest castles of the base Ferendus, stood less than a day’s journey 
away. 

The gate facing south is called the Siklós Gate, which also has its own 
outskirts. It’s also called Gipti mahalle, because most of the Muslim gypsies 
live here. Allah only knows what trades they pursue and which distant part of 
the empire they hail from, whether Persia or Egypt. Here, in the southern 
sector of the town, the slope is gentle, the diverted streams that trickle along 
the streets and the castle walls merge with the Mill Stream, and two or three 
arrow shots away the meadow is overgrown with shrubs and dips down to a 
reedy swamp. 

The western gate was the Sziget Gate. Today Hassan Pasha’s mosque 
stands there with the cloisters of the Mevlevi dervishes, and also a 
theological seminary, a kitchen for the poor, an inn, gardens, and everything 
that makes a big Islamic holy place beautiful. But a long time ago, when I was 
a child, there were only a handful of houses there, a pub, a Christian church 
in ruins, a Christian graveyard, and also a Mohammedan graveyard, but back 
then the area was still small, because the rule of the Prophet’s successor was 
as fresh in Pécs as the new dew gleaming in the light of the rising moon. 
There were hardly any dead Muslims. There were hardly any old people in 
the first place. 

The road starting from the Sziget Gate ran toward the west under the 
Mecsek Mountains, and it was ill advised to wander along it for any length 
unaccompanied, because at its end stood the mighty castle of Sziget 
swarming with Magyar equestrian soldiers perennially on the lookout for 
booty. 

The northern gate is the Demir Kapi, the Iron Gate. On that particular 
spring, when I was thirteen and a half, they kept warning me against it all the 
time, lest I lose my escorts and take it into my head to wander outside the 
gate and sneak out of town. No wonder that I ended up imagining that a 
murky and terrifying world lay outside the Iron Gate, where in the green mist 
of the vast forests the ground opens up under your feet, or wild beasts tear 
you to shreds, and where base-hearted ifrits dwell and mighty, evil magicians 
emerge from their stone caves to challenge Allah’s angels. I was much 
frightened by this tale, which I had colored and amplified. Now I know that it 
was no tale. I’d been in Pécs two years already when I made a habit of 
wandering through the hills, laughing with relief at my former childish fears, 
whose flames were fanned by Halíma and Anna, because they feared for my 
safety. But in the space of that one summer I realized that it was all true, 
though admittedly, by then I was no longer a child, for indeed, the djinns that 
escaped from the valley of the Mecsek clashed with Allah’s angels, though to 
this day I don’t know who came out the winner. 
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The swords of spring 
 
That autumn we enter the year 956 with less than two years to go, oh good 
effendi, wise and valiant reader, before my story reaches the point at which 
my fate turns dark the way a traitor’s face turns pale when God opens the 
gates of punishment before him. I must soon relate to you what, for many 
years, transformed me from a happy go lucky child into a baleful monster so 
that only in old age would I glimpse Allah’s peace behind the veil of my own 
evil once again. If perchance you are not a man, kind reader, but a caring wife 
who loves her husband, or else a cultured, educated female slave who is 
reading this writing of mine to your master or mistress, or possibly a widow 
or a decently divorced woman, then pay special attention so you may keep 
from your loved ones the demon that thrust the cart of my fate from the path 
of decency into the abyss of depravity. 
 In the bitter winter of the year 956 it snowed for so long, the blanket 
of white seemed permanent, never to change. This winter stretched into the 
year 1549 by the giaour calendar.  
 The palace was made agreeable by then. Colorful thick carpets kept 
the cold creeping along the walls at bay, huge logs crackled in the fireplace, 
and at night the purple light of flames danced on the ceiling. I slept in the 
east wing in a bed lined with thick furs, but I lived a Spartan and simple life 
otherwise, a soldier’s life. After morning prayers I ate griddle-cake, joghurt, 
honey, or dried fruit. The virgin snow that had fallen in the night sparkled as I 
slipped into my boots lined with lamb’s fur to work in Timur kadi’s house.  
 When the kind old kadi was at home, he was pleased for a chance to 
chat with me, but when he wasn’t at home, I found reason to go into the city, 
even though the old woman slave would grumble, but Timur didn’t scold if a 
contract was a day late because of me. I spent my afternoons in the palace, 
copying the defter, then I practiced fencing, archery, and shooting, too, with 
my janissary teachers. I was first given a gun that winter, first an old fuse gun, 
then a new type flint-lock gun with a friction wheel igniter. Fencing practice 
in the oversize and heavy chain armor made me muscular. I was neither taller 
nor stronger than those of medium built, but I was fast, persevering, and 
strong as a bull, and the arms I bore in my left hand surprised my opponents, 
who were used to doing battle with right-handed adversaries, and add to this 
a good dose of resourcefulness. After the customary saber, I learned to 
handle a long Spanish poniard, and south of the city, where the land sloped 
only lightly, they even trained me in equestrian attack with a lance. In the 
evening, flushed and sleepy, I dined with the bey and Sejfi, and at such times 
Sudabé was also in attendance. Others were rarely admitted into our 
company on these long evenings. 
 Not much was happening. Along with the waters and the trees, the 
news, too, seemed frozen in time. The world hardly breathed under the huge, 
soft blanket of snow. 
 What the harsh winter had suppressed, all that exploded in the 
spring. First icicles an ell’s length came crashing down from the roofs and 
stood upright in the ground as if they were sparkling, diamond swords. Then, 
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when the snow flowers appeared, God’s thoughts took a twisting and turning 
shape, winding and climbing ominously, growing gleefully. This is what 
happened: Dervish bey was looking for a way out of Sudabé’s domination, I 
finished copying the defter, Iskender spahi continued work on the 
fortification, the machicolated gallery. Each ended in catastrophe. 
 Since we first talked about nothingness, Iskander had grown more 
and more confused and absentminded. He’s lucky, I thought, that the 
construction was on hold during the winter, because the carpenters, the 
stonemasons, and even the earth hauling rajas would have driven him crazy. I 
knew that he was seeing the pope Jovan, and Jovan had also told him that 
the sacred building of a temple is the universe turned inside out in which the 
great emptiness of god is inside, and that outside its wall poeple are locked 
into the materiality of the world. And that the walls and vaulting of a temple 
is like the vaulting/canopy of the sky, except it’s also inside out. Whoever is 
on the inside, only he is truly on the outside. I was sure the pople had said 
even more, for all I had to do was throw a pebble, and right away a veritably 
shower of stones was thundering in Iskender’s head, except the thunder 
couldn’t be hear on the outside yet and only his gaze was strange and his 
questions were curious.  
 “Do you ever dream, Isza?” 
 “I do, uncle Iskender.” 
 “And what do you dream about?” 
 “I’d rather not say. Women. One woman.” 
 “Yes, yes! A houri from Allah’s garden, yes?” 
 “What makes you think so, uncle? I don’t know what you mean. She’s 
not a houri.” 
 “When we sleep, our eyes are shut, so we don’t see what’s on the 
outside, but something that’s inside us, because our eyes are shut, meaning 
that we can’t see out of them…” 
 “Yes. Because we’re sleeping.” 
 “Isza, my boy, when we sleep we see inside us what is not there. 
Because that woman, all of her, is not really inside you when you’re sleeping. 
She couldn’t fit. Right? Whereas you see her behind your lowered eyelids! 
We see the Heavens when we sleep, or Hell, if we have bad dreams. But it’s 
not here. When we wake up, there’s nothing. So that nothing, it’s inside us 
and … The pope Jovan said that God is also inside us. We’re like a temple. Our 
eyelids are the vaulting. We’re truly outside when we’re inside.” 
 “Jovan’s just a Christian, Iskender. Don’t concern yourself with such 
things. You’d be better off checking the oak beam statements. I heard the 
Hungarian carpenter say there are twenty-five more in the storeroom than in 
the inventory. Someone might steal those beams.” 
 “But if we’re going to be served by houris in Heaven, why can’t 
women go to the djami? Or if they’re allowed in on the occasion of some 
major celebration, they’re separated in the back, behind a screen. Why? The 
wall and the vaulting of the djami is also a firmament. Only when we enter do 
we truly leave this material world. And there are houris there anyway, right? 
In which case, why can’t we pray together with the women?” 
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 “I’m busy, Iskender. Let me remind you of verse 34 of surah 4: 
 

Men are in charge of women, because Allah hath made the 
one of them to excel the other, and because they spend of 
their property [for the support of women). So good women 
are the obedient, guarding in secret that which Allah hath 
guarded. As for those from whom ye fear rebellion, admonish 
them and banish them to beds apart, and scourge them.  

 
 There was no stopping Iskender. The next time he said something like 
that the snow on the meadows inside melts because we heat our houses 
outside. Be that as it may, spring came, and it was no use telling him that it 
wasn’t due to all that heating. 
 

 
Translated by Judith Sollosy 


