
When Aziz Shakir-Tash wrote his 
first poem at 12, he called him-

self “Number Three.” The budding 
poet’s unusual decision had nothing 
to do with shyness or lack of confi-
dence: it was about politics and iden-
tity. A Muslim  Bulgarian of Turkish 
descent, Shakir-Tash was an object of 
the Bulgarian Communist Party’s ef-
forts in 1983 to rename—and assimi-
late—an estimated one million Turk-
ish-Bulgarians.

In a few short months, the 
country’s Ministry of Internal Affairs 
replaced all Turkish Muslim names 
with Christian substitutes. Identity 
papers were confiscated, and people 
were forced to sign declarations that 
the name change was voluntary. 
Prohibitions followed. Citizens were 
not to speak or write in Turkish, and 
Turkish clothing was banned along 
with any activity expressing Turkish 
identity. Imprisonment, exile, and 
sometimes death met those who 
openly protested.

“I was exiled from my name,” 
he reflected over a decade later, 
“maybe the only thing I possessed.” 
Distressed by his artificial alias, 
Shakir-Tash resisted the only way 
he knew how: he identified himself 
with his number in the school 
register. Pretty soon he was signing 
Number Three on his possessions 
as well. (This had its unintended, 
comic consequences: one time when 
he lost his schoolbag, no one knew 
where to return it.) Shakir-Tash, 
who attended an English-immersion 
high school, began writing poetry in 
English as an act of protest. Targeting 
Bulgarian, “the language of those 

who had changed our names,” he 
wrote poems to his “tormentor-
teachers.” 

Now 35 years old, the sable-
haired, bespectacled poet recalls how 
his teachers saw his name change as 
a favor. The only Turk in his classes, 
he was forced to study history books 
that described his heritage with 

disdain. During the Ottoman Empire, 
Bulgaria was under Turkish rule for 
nearly 500 years, from before the fall 
of Constantinople in the 1400s until 
the end of the nineteenth century. The 
Ottomans were subsequently blamed 
for many of Bulgaria’s problems, 
and Shakir-Tash—born in 1973, and 
now “washed clean” of his ethnicity 
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by his new Christian name—was 
expected to be grateful for being 
spared further recrimination.

“I was supposed to be happy 
because I’m not the Ottoman 
descendant being blamed in history 
lessons anymore,” the high-spirited 
writer said during an interview last 
year in Iowa City, where he was 
living as a guest of the University 
of Iowa’s International Writing 
Program. “[High school] was one of 
the worst periods of my life.”

The forced name-change, 
ironically, reinforced Shakir-Tash’s 
interest in his heritage. He began to 
collect books in his native Turkish 
and read with a new pride. When 
the Bulgarian Communists’ stepped 
down by popular demand in 1990, 
and ethnic Turks’ original names 
were restored, the still-young poet 
experienced a bittersweet emotional 
fallout. With the party of oppression 
suddenly gone, he realized, ethnic 
Turks and Bulgarians badly needed 
to reintroduce themselves. The two 
nations, Turkey and Bulgaria, also 
needed a fresh start. Around this 
time, he wrote his first poem in 
Bulgarian.

Today, resolving cultural 
misunderstandings is Shakir-Tash’s 
life work as a scholar. He divides his 
time between the largest cities of his 
two homelands—Istanbul University 
in Turkey and Sofia University in 
Bulgaria—while translating Turkish 
history and fiction into Bulgarian 
and vice versa. After scrutinizing 
nearly 10,000 pages of history, he 
recently completed a 550-page book 
on the formation of Ottoman culture, 
to be published this fall. 

Shakir-Tash is one of the few voices 
in Bulgarian literature. “In Bulgaria 
there are eight million people,” he 
said. “Maybe there are eight authors.” 
After the fall of the Communist 
regime, a rush to read all the authors 
silenced by the Iron Curtain lead 
to a brief surge in book sales and 
private publishing houses. Shakir-
Tash himself bought around 1,000 
volumes in a few short years. But as 
free market pressures normalized, 
the exchange rate for the Bulgarian 
Leva dropped. And dropped. “It 
started at one Leva to three Euros, 
then one to nine, and soon 1 to 
2,000,” Shakir-Tash recalled. Mile-

Definitions for Darkness

1.
A former light that darkened after shining to no purpose.

2.
A kind of light
we fail to see
because of a defect in our pupils.

3.
Corpse of a light
with eyes pricked out.

q

 I, I

I’m playing hide-and-seek with Death:
if he finds me, I’ll have to die;
if I find him, I’ll have to die.

q

Monologues of an infatuateD ox-eye Daisy

1.
If, as they say, a lie repeated 
a hundred times becomes a truth
what is to happen to the hundreds 
Of “loves me, loves me not”s.

2.
I pluck the first of seven petals 
And “he loves me…”;
Then a second: “loves me not…”;
According to the third: “he loves me…”;
But according to the fourth: “he loves me not…”;
And then the fifth: “he loves me not!?...”;
The sixth: “he loves me not!?!?...”;
The last: “he loves me not!?!?!?...”
And how he is to love 
A daisy with no petals…
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long lines to buy rationed bread and 
cheese became commonplace. Book-
buying culture died—an accidental 
victim of entering the free market.

The economic situation has 
improved, but the literary scene 
has yet to pick up. That’s where 
the International Writing Program 
comes in. Now in its forty-fi rst year, 
the annual three-month symposium 
brings together dozens of talented 
writers from around the globe to 
meet, discuss intellectual and 
aesthetic issues, and give them a 
break from their ordinary lives—
which in Shakir-Tash’s case, has been 
bleak. Universities in Bulgaria don’t 
offer creative writing programs, 
publishers remain cautious, and few 
venues exist for writers. Despite the 
circumstances, Shakir-Tash remains 
dedicated to bringing literature 
across language gaps. “I am one of 
the only bridges between my two 
cultures,” he said. “I have to write. 
I have to translate. I’m choosing the 
future.”

During his stint in Iowa City, 
Shakir-Tash could be found on all 
corners of campus and beyond, 
usually toting a lurid gold messenger 
bag. He was constantly surrounded 
by people listening, nodding and 
smiling as his hands (and voice) 
fl ew about expressively. “There is an 
artist and actor hidden in Aziz,” says 
Russian writer Ksneia Golubovich, 
a close personal friend and IWP 
peer. “He masterfully commands 
the attention of the audience, yet 
on paper his work doesn’t lose the 
quality you experience in person.”

Shakir-Tash can talk for hours, 
but his compositions remain short—
puzzles of thought that provoke 
deeper inspection. “A Contribution 
To The Theory Of Relativity,” for 
example, is only two lines:

The speed of light 
depends on

how fast the dark is 
carrying it.

“I try to free the text from words and 

structures it doesn’t need,” Shakir-
Tash said. “I don’t need to write 
thousands of pages to tell people 
what I think of life.” The approach 
seems to be working. Adjectives used 
to describe his poems include: mind-
boggling, idiosyncratic, off-the-wall, 
striking, puzzling, sharp, ironic and 
self-assured. 

Shakir-Tash pulls his inspiration 
from everywhere: language derived 
from the Qu’ran, the Bible, scientifi c 
references, social and metaphysical 
expression. Physics, the crucifi xion 
of souls, a daisy, the clash between 
light and dark, and muddy baptisms 
all appear in his poetry.

“Aziz manages to create poems 
as paradoxes—not of logic, but of 
human nature itself,” Golubovich 
says, explaining that although he 
leans on the traditions of Eastern 
wisdom, Shakir-Tash’s lines are as 
sharp and ironic as any modern 
writer. 

“His work fascinates me not 
only for its emotional impact, but 
as an intellectual challenge,” says 
Marta Simidchieva, who teaches at 
York and the University of Toronto. 
Simidchieva, working with Michael 
Beard of the University of North 
Dakota, translates much of Shakir-
Tash’s work into English. “Cracking 
those codes,” she says, “is a vigorous 
mental workout.” Simidchieva 
believes that the poet has enriched 
Bulgarian literature invaluably by 
conveying with remarkable clarity 
the surreal quality of the country’s 
recent past.

But in an empty Iowa City café, 
bathed in the shadows of a late 
afternoon sun, the poet and scholar 
looked tired. He had just returned 
from Chicago. In a week, he was 
leaving for San Francisco, then to 
Washington D.C., before fi nally 
returning home to Sofi a for two days 
before jetting to Istanbul to resume 
teaching. When he is in Istanbul, 
he defends his Bulgarian heritage; 
in Sofi a, he endorses his Turkish 
birthright. “Number Three” lives on 
in contradiction. �
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public spaces eerily reminiscent of london are a 
legacy of British colonialism. christianity, along with 
street corner evangelism, is another Western import 
now engrained in hong Kong culture.
opposite page: heavy, humid summers give hong 
Kong’s buildings a patina that would take
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The autumn
fell in love
with my daisy
and plucked its petals
one by one…
And now
the only thing I do
to overwhelm my jealousy
is plucking
all Septembers
and Octobers,
and Novembers
from the calendars I see.
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