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Chapter IV

A Journey Back Home

Okan completed his third film Mercedes Mon Amour (The Yellow
Mercedes) in 1992, seven years after his second film, Funny Satur-
day. The film is the last film of the trilogy, which I call the Trilogy
of Im/migration in this study. The Yellow Mercedes is also Okan’s first
film that he made in his country of birth, Turkey. Unlike his pre-
vious two films, Okan’s third film was shot almost entirely in
Turkey, except for a very short episode that takes place in Ger-
many. Apart from a few actors appearing in supporting roles,
and a few technical crew members, the film features predomi-
nantly Turkish actors and crew who were formerly associated
with the popular commercial cinema industry of the country.
The Yellow Mercedes 1s a literary adaptation. It is based on the cel-
ebrated 1976 novel The Delicate Rose of My Desire by one of the
most prominent authors of Turkish language literature, novelist
and playwright Adalet Agaoglu. Just like the novel, the film fol-
lows the dystopian journey of Gastarbeiter Bayram from Munich,
where he works as a so-called “guest worker”, to his rural home-
town in central Anatolia, driving his newly bought, hard-earned,
long-dreamed-of automobile. Okan named the film Sar: Mercedes
in Turkish (literally “The Yellow Mercedes”), The Yellow Mercedes
in English, and Mercedes Mon Amour in French (literally “Mercedes
My Love”).232 Despite Okan’s expressed disapproval, the film i1s
also known as Fikrimin Ince Giilii in Turkey in part because it was
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adapted from an already famous novel, and in part, because it
was wrongly advertised by the production company as such be-
fore its premiere in Turkey.

The Yelloww Mercedes is a road movie. In her novel,
Agaoglu does not offer a simple road story, but a complex, multi-
layered reading experience in which Bayram’s journey occupies
a relatively small portion. Agaoglu carefully and masterfully in-
terweaves a series of events and memories—mostly through
flashbacks—into Bayram’s journey. Although Bayram’s physical
journey functions as the mainframe of the novel, the book is
more concerned with the swift and dramatic changes occurring
in Turkey’s social and political landscape after 1950. Perhaps,
this should not come as a surprise, given that in an interview she
gave to BBC Radio a short time after The Yellow Mercedes’s release
in 1993, Agaoglu stated that she often writes her novels with a
certain problematic political, social, or personal issue in mind. In
the same interview, Agaoglu also stated that she often uses
archival research and documentary novel techniques and princi-
ples in her works.233 Given these facts, it might be stated that 7 /e
Delicate Rose of My Desire offers a clear example of Agaoglu’s writ-
ing in which the main character of the novel functions as a visi-
ble signifier to address a much deeper and more complicated
sociopolitical issue. In his adaptation, Okan purposefully re-
moves, ignores, or decontextualises many of the local cultural,
social, and political references of the novel, in order to create a
transnational and transcultural film, which, according to Okan,
1s concerned with “the relationship between human and com-
modities” rather than any specific local issue.23* Okan does not
believe in making politically motivated, culturally specific, and
didactic works, as he makes his films for the wider world, not just
for a Turkish audience.23>

The Yellow Mercedes is a well-known film in Turkey, and it
1s consistently listed among the best films ever made in the coun-
try.236 However, despite Okan’s motivation for making a film for
an international audience, the film is not as well-known abroad.
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As already explained in chapter two, the road movie is not a
common genre in Turkey’s cinema. One needs less than the fin-
gers of both hands to count all road movies made in Turkey pre-
ceding The Yellow Mercedes. If one remembers the fact that Tur-
key’s cinema had been one of the most productive national cin-
emas in the world, producing more than 200 feature films annu-
ally during most of the 1960s and 70s, the scarcity of road
movies can be better grasped. Apart from 7he Bus, only two of
these rare road movies, Okten’s 1979 film Siirii (The Herd), and
Goren’s 1982 film 2o/ (The Road), are known internationally.
Yesilcam cinema was living its final days when Okan
started The Yellow Mercedes’ production in 1987. In this year, for-
eign film companies were allowed to do business for the first time
in Turkey. As explained earlier, this move was the beginning of
the end for the popular cinema of Turkey, and it brought
Yesilcam to a total collapse in 1989. Okan’s first film in his native
country came into existence under these troubling conditions.
One might assume that Okan, as an independent filmmaker, was
not directly affected by the negative developments in the coun-
try’s film industry, or, rather, what was left of it. This was not the
case. Okan’s film was supposed to be financed and produced by
an established film company, owned by Okan’s brother-in-law
Cengiz Ergun. However, due to financial difficulties, caused
mostly by the general conditions of the industry, the production
company withdrew from his project long before it could be com-
pleted, forcing Okan to pause the production and search for al-
ternative financial resources to complete the project. As Okan
explains, although the film is officially registered as a German-
French co-production, it was financed mostly by Okan himself.

In the end, the film is totally mine. I established a
film company in Germany and another film com-
pany in France, and made a co-production between
these two companies. I made the film by myself by
signing cooperation agreements between my own
companies located in different countries.237
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Unlike The Bus and The Yellow Mercedes, neither The Herd nor The
Road 1s an independently financed film. 7/ Herd was produced
by Yilmaz Giiney’s own film production company, Giiney Film,
using the means of the Regional Enterprise System with a local
audience in mind. When it received unexpected attention
abroad and awards at prestigious international film festivals,
Giiney Film established new contacts and found new financial re-
sources for their upcoming projects, one of which was The
Road. 28 When The Herd was made, the film industry of Turkey
was alive and kicking, so the film faced no difficulties either in
finance or in distribution. In contrast to The Herd, The Road was
financed by a film production company in Switzerland. Fur-
thermore, the Swiss production company, beyond providing fi-
nancial resources, also undertook the marketing and in-
ternational distribution of the film. Following the involvement of
a foreign production company and its capital, the film’s target
audience had shifted from local to international. This fact is ac-
knowledged openly by Giiney himself, who is the scriptwriter of
both The Herd and The Road.?39

In this chapter, I will look for an answer to the question
why, despite Okan’s aim, The Yellow Mercedes has failed to gener-
ate much international attention. In this search, I will compare
Okan’s film to Okten’s and Géren’s previously mentioned films,
which received considerable international attention. Comparing
The Yellow Mercedes to these films also provides an interesting per-
spective for understanding the development of the road movie in
Turkey, as both The Road and The Herd are road movies that are
preceded by Okan’s road movie debut, The Bus, and succeeded
by his second road movie, The Yellow Mercedes.

I will start the chapter by looking at the film’s relation to
its literary source of origin, the novel The Delicate Rose of My De-
sire. This will be followed by a section that provides a general
look at the road movie genre in Turkey in the period following
Okan’s debut film, The Bus. In the following and the final sec-
tion, I will compare The Yellow Mercedes to Okten’s and Géren’s
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films, as well as Okan’s debut film. In this chapter, I aim to find
answers to the following questions: As a road movie, how does
The Yelloww Mercedes relate to The Herd and The Road, as well as to
Okan’s own road movie debut, The Bus? How do these films
compare to one another in terms of telling a local story to a
global audience? And finally, what might be the reason(s) behind
The Yellow Mercedes’s failure to attract international attention
while both The Herd and The Road could?

A Journey Away from a Journey:
From Paper to Screen
In his 2007 book Adaptation and Its Discontents, after surveying var-
lous taxonomies of adaptation offered by various theorists,
Thomas Leitch proposes a ten-level scale to categorise the rela-
tionship between a film that is adapted from a literary source,
and the literary text that serves as the source of origin for the
film: celebration, adjustment, (neoclassical) imitation, revision,
colonization, (meta)commentary or deconstruction, analogue,
parody and pastiche, imitation (secondary, tertiary, or quater-
nary), and allusion.2#0 Of these categories, Leitch defines colo-
nization in reference to Kamilla Elliott’s “the ventriloquist con-
cept” as a process in which the adaptation “blatantly empties out
the novel’s signs and fills them with new filmic spirits.”24! The
colonizing adaptations “see progenitor texts as vessels to be filled
with new meanings” whether the new content "develops mean-
ings implicit in the earlier text, amounts to an ideological cri-
tique of that text, or goes off in another direction entirely.”242
Given that in The Yellow Mercedes, Okan transforms Agaoglu’s
time, location, and context-specific novel that is engraved with
direct social and political references into an internationally-
minded film that is disengaged from the novel’s time, location,
and context constraints, as well as from its social and political
references, Okan’s approach in adapting the novel into the film
can be defined as a colonizing adaptation.

Although The Yellow Mercedes builds its narration on
Agaoglu’s main character and his journey, Okan’s work distin-
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guishes itself from the book considerably. This is mostly because,
unlike it is visualised in the film, the novel offers much more than
just a road story revolving around one single character. It follows
several other characters in addition to Bayram, and the many
events that revolve around them. Bayram’s journey, though cen-
tral, occupies only a small portion of the novel. Although the
road journey provides the main narrative framework, Agaoglu’s
text is more concerned with the social and political landscape of
Turkey at the time than with Bayram’s personal story.

Okan uses two different methods in his adaptation to
approach the novel that is full of local cultural and political ref-
erences. The first of these methods can be defined as, what I will
call, pruning, as Okan, like a gardener, removes certain branches
of the novel, while encouraging the growth of others in an effort
to re-shape Agaoglu’s story in a way that serves his vision. A
clear execution of this pruning method can be observed in one
of the film’s flashback scenes which depicts Bayram, then still a
child, and his first interaction with an automobile. Both in the
novel and in the film, Bayram’s fascination with automobiles
starts in his childhood with the arrival of a big and shiny Ameri-
can automobile in his poor and remote village in central Anato-
lia. It is the first time in his life that Bayram sees an automobile.
He observes both the vehicle and its driver curiously and careful-
ly. The driver receives an unprecedented welcome and respect
from the villagers, so much so that everybody in the village’s
kahvehane (a traditional teahouse/meeting place exclusively for
men) tries to kiss the hand of the driver. Everybody, even men
much older than the driver, competes to give their seat to him.
Bayram, an orphan and a member of one of the poorest fami-
lies of the village, quickly discovers the connection between the
automobile and the respect its driver enjoys, and starts dreaming
of himself in a similar vehicle, and the respect and recognition
he would receive because of it. From that point on, owning an
automobile becomes an obsession for Bayram; it becomes his
biggest goal in life.243
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In the novel, Agaoglu provides some other information
that 1s not provided in the film, with which she establishes one of
the central veins of the novel’s political charge. For instance, the
driver of the American car is not a random driver who happens
to drive by the village in his automobile. He is a representative
of the right-wing populist conservative Demokrat Parti (Democrat
Party), whose leader, Adnan Menderes, campaigned against the
one-party rule of the Cumhuriyet Halk Partist (Republican People's
Party) government, with the promise to transform Turkey into a
“little America” with “a millionaire in every neighbourhood” in
the run-up to the country’s first free election in 1950.2# This
information, which is omitted in Okan’s film, transforms the
shiny American automobile in the novel into a signifier of pop-
ulist right-wing policies and American imperialism—political,
economic, and cultural—gaining ground in Turkey, with the
help of local henchmen. Okan faithfully preserves all the visual
details of the scene as they are described in the novel, including
the big American automobile, its driver, his interactions with the
villagers, and Bayram the child, curiously watching all of these
take place. However, he removes all the details and direct politi-
cal references that Agaoglu utilises to establish the political sub-
text of the novel. The film neither provides information about
the period of the events, nor the identity and connections of the
driver. As a result, Okan transforms Agaoglu’s story, which is
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marked by time-specific local political references, into a personal
drama, also politically charged, but in a different context. I will
return to this point later in the chapter.

Okan repeats this very same strategy of adaptation sev-
eral times to adapt other parts of the novel in his film. In fact,
unlike what he did while integrating both Diirrenmatt’s and
Nesin’s works into his previous film, he adds only a few minor
things to Agaoglu’s novel in the adaptation. He essentially re-
moves the parts and signifiers that give the book its direct and
sharp local political tone.

Agaoglu’s anti-militarist stance is one of the features of
the novel that gets a fair share of Okan’s pruning. This anti-mili-
tarist position is articulated through the internal monologues of
the protagonist, and through flashbacks to the character’s mem-
ories. Reading the novel, one learns that Bayram completed his
compulsory military service at the military prison of Diyarbakir,
a prison notorious for its humiliating treatment and torture of
inmates in the 1970s and 80s. During his compulsory service,
Bayram witnesses, and becomes the subject, of similar treat-
ment. His psyche 1s deeply scarred by these experiences.2*> Pub-
lished in 1976, the novel features direct references to, and cri-
tique of, the dedemocratisation and militarisation of daily life in
Turkey, which starts with the Military Memorandum of 12
March 1971. Through Bayram’s experiences and memories,
Agaoglu portrays the entire country as a prison camp. Agaoglu’s
text 1s very effective in communicating its anti-militarist position,
so much so that it was banned from further publishing in 1981
by the military junta, with the pretext that it was defaming the
military. Following the ban, all the previous issues of the book
were recalled and confiscated. The book was banned until
1983.246 None of the novel’s daring anti-militarist references
made it into the film.

The other strategy Okan utilises in his adaptation is to
place the film in a different period. The novel places its story in
the immediate period in which it was written. The film, though
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it does not specify the period, takes place sometime between the
late 1980s and beginning of the 1990s. This is also the period in
which the film was produced, as the film’s production started in
1987 and ended more than four years later, due to financial diffi-
culties. By changing the period, Okan renders some of the time-
specific references of the novel practically functionless in the
film. This second strategy can be called decontextualisation. One of
the most obvious examples of this approach is found in the
placement of one of the characters, a foreign driver of a Volk-
swagen van. Both in the novel and the film, Bayram comes
across a Volkswagen van which is travelling in the same direc-
tion. Both in Agaoglu’s and Okan’s work, the colourfully painted
van evokes the impression of a hippie van. With his sloppy outfit,
calm appearance, and behaviour, the van’s German-speaking
driver only confirms this impression. European and American
hippies in colourful vans, travelling to the East, mostly to Kath-
mandu, Nepal, or India, were a rather common sight in Turkey
in the late 1960s and much of the 1970s because the country is a
crossroad located geographically between Europe and Asia.2#
Agaoglu utilises this hippie figure travelling to the East as a post-
industrial individual, who, after satisfying his material needs in
the industrialised West, is now in search of immaterial values in
the not-yet-industrialised East. In this way, she places the hippie
figure in opposition to Bayram, a citizen of a pre-industrial
country in search of material goods, embodied by the Mercedes.

Okan uses Agaoglu’s hippie figure without any signifi-
cant change. However, due to the fact that the film is placed in a
different period, the character does not evoke the same sense of
opposition in the film as it does in the novel. Instead, the hippie
character appears as an out of context feature in the film and is
reduced to a comic figure with the help of whom Bayram ends
up in absurd situations. This comic quality of the character is
boldly underlined by a musical leitmotif’ assigned specifically to
the character. The leitmotif gives the character a cheerful aura,
which fits well to the character’s mocking attitude towards
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Bayram’s self-celebratory victorious posture, while, at the same
time, making it impossible to take the hippie character and what
he represents seriously.

Returning to the gardener and the tree analogy, it
should be noted that, although Okan cuts away many branches
of the novel and tries to re-shape it according to his own vision,
he cannot fully hide the nature of Agaoglu’s proverbial tree and
the taste of its fruit that is dominated by local political references
and sociopolitical critique. One of the most iconic scenes of the
film provides a perfect example of this. The scene is a very close
visualisation of the corresponding part in the novel. Bayram dri-
ves his beloved automobile, which he calls Balkiz (literally “hon-
ey-maiden”), on a picturesque road cutting through agricultural
fields covered with golden crops of wheat. He is very close to his
intended destination, the village. His calm drive is interrupted by
the sudden appearance of a combine harvester on the road, op-
erated by a child. Bayram tries his utmost to avoid a collision
with the giant machine, and he succeeds. However, he cannot
prevent his automobile from driving off a deep roadside ditch.

This particular scene in the novel offers a subtle critique
of populist modernisation in Turkey, promoted wildly by pro-
market right-wing populist governments that ruled the country
almost uninterruptedly since the country’s first free election in
1950. By populist modernisation, I mean a form of con-
sumerism, and the process of acquiring modern technology
while ignoring the necessary social and cultural requirements, as
well as its possible implications. The populist modernisation can
be defined as a process of modernisation only on the facade.
Agaoglu addresses this problematic issue brilliantly by position-
ing the combine harvester as a signifier for the rapid and chaotic
mechanisation in agriculture, one of the most visible and ar-
guably most painful consequences of these populist policies.
Bayram, a former agricultural labourer who has been displaced
and forced to move to a big city, and later abroad due to the
mechanisation in agriculture, falls victim to the same forces that
displaced him in the first place once again, and loses his beloved
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Mercedes, and with that, his dreams. The child operator of the
combine harvester is the jewel in the crown of this well thought
out signifier. It underlines the immaturity of Turkish society in
the use of modern technology and the comprehension of its im-
plications. The scene is directly adapted into the film, without
any significant change. Interestingly, however, this particular
scene 1s not essential for the film in the generation of its story in
the way that Okan wants it to focus on “the relation between the
human and the commodity”.248 Okan could have easily removed
the scene in the adaptation process, or at the very least, modify it
in a way that the scene would lose its references to the specific
social and political issues of the time. However, he does not do
that. As a result, the inclusion of the scene inadvertently pro-
vides the film with references to local sociopolitical realities,
which are meaningful only to those who are sufficiently familiar
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with the country, despite the declared intentions of Okan.

Agaoglu's novel is one of several literary works in Turk-
ish language literature that focus on the problematic aspects of
Turkey’s modernisation and westernisation experience through
the utilisation of modern machinery as a central signifier. In her
article “Car Narratives: A Subgenre in Turkish Novel Writing”,
literary scholar Jale Parla observes that literary works with such
modern machinery as their central signifiers occupy a significant
space in Turkish language literature to such a degree that it
should be considered as a subgenre.2# For instance, Aziz Nesin’s
1955 short story Medeniyetin Yedek Pargast (The Spare Part of the
Civilisation), and Talip Apaydm’s 1958 novel Sar Traktir (The
Yellow Tractor), can be pointed out as prominent examples in
Turkish language literature that focus on similar issues using sim-
ilar signifiers. In their works, both Nesin and Apaydin focus on
the socially and economically destructive consequences of rapid
mechanisation in agriculture by using the very same modern
machine, the tractor, as their signifier. Even though they wrote
their works quite early on, neither Nesin’s nor Apaydin’s works
are the earliest examples. These works are a part of a long liter-
ary tradition that can be traced all the way back to the first real-
ist novel in Turkish language, Recaizade Mahmut Ekrem’s 1896
work Araba Sevdasi (The Carriage Affair).

Ekrem’s novel revolves around a dandy, Bihruz Bey of
the Tanzimat Era in the Ottoman Empire. Bihruz Bey is a seem-
ingly westernised, lavish character whose only joy in life is his
carriage. One day, the protagonist sees Perives Hamim, a prosti-
tute, in a luxury carriage and falls in love with her after mistak-
enly taking her for an educated, westernised woman. As quickly
becomes obvious, Bihruz Bey is not in love with the lady but
with the landau, a symbol of modern Western technology and
lifestyle in the eyes of the protagonist. By placing the carriage in
the centre of its narration, the novel uses the vehicle as a signifier
to discuss the late Ottoman society’s problematic relation to
modernisation and westernisation. Agaoglu’s novel fits neatly
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into the same literary tradition, as she uses Bayram’s relationship
with his Mercedes as a tool to discuss Turkish society’s problem-
atic relation to modernisation and westernisation. Okan’s adap-
tation of Agaoglu's work can be said to extend this literary tradi-
tion into cinema with a transnational bend. This is noteworthy,
because it shows that, despite Okan’s intentions and efforts, the
film preserves several important and distinct connections to its
source of origin and the sociological reality on which this source
feeds. This makes The Yellow Mercedes a film that speaks to both
national and international audiences at the same time, though
on different channels.

Okan’s effort to transform the novel into an internation-
ally-minded film was not welcomed by Agaoglu. Seeing the film
for the first time when it was released to the general public,
Agaoglu expressed her strong disapproval of the adaptation,
pointing out that the film is stripped of the social and political
references her novel generates. She went even further and sued
Okan, arguing that the adaptation was unfaithful and inappro-
priate. After a lengthy legal battle during which Agaoglu unsuc-
cessfully tried to stop the film’s screening by withdrawing from
the legal agreement that gave the filming rights of the book, the
court ruled in favour of Okan and cleared the way for screening

The Road Movie in Turkey after The Bus

and Reception of The Yellow Mercedes

Filmmakers in Turkey have been familiar with two distinct ap-
proaches to the road movie genre: the New Hollywood road
movie, which, as I discussed extensively in the second chapter,
came into existence in the 1960s starting with the progressive
road movies like Arthur Penn's Bonnie and Clyde (1967) and Den-
nis Hopper’s Easy Rider (1969), and the European road movie.
This is by no means a surprising result if one remembers that
the overwhelming majority of foreign films shown in the coun-
try—whether road movie or not—have been coming either from
Europe or the United States, mostly from the latter. Further-
more, many of the classic examples of both approaches, such as
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Bonmnie and Clyde, Easy Rider, Bergman’s Wild Strawberries, and An-
tonioni’s T#he Passenger, were screened in the country without hin-
drance during the Yesilcam era.2’0 Given that Yesilcam era
filmmakers often looked at foreign films for inspiration, it is un-
realistic to assume that these films would not be noticed by these
filmmakers. Interestingly, despite its dominant position in terms
of their ease of access to Turkey’s film market, Hollywood road
movies do not seem to have influenced Yesilcam era filmmakers’
approach to the genre as much as the European road movies
have done. This can be explained by two main factors: the cen-
sorship and the financial dynamics of Yesilgam. Road movies
made in Hollywood, especially those made in the 60s and later,
were socially critical films to such a degree that they can be said
to advocate rebellion against society and its values. Due to the
strict censorship regulations, which had been in effect in the
country until 1986, it would be inconceivable to produce such
critical and rebellious films in Turkey:.

The second factor, which led the filmmakers in Turkey
to prefer the European approach to road movie over the New
Hollywood one, was the financial dynamics of Yesilcam. As dis-
cussed in previous chapters, Yesilcam cinema was financed di-
rectly by the moviegoers through the Regional Enterprise System.
Filmmakers in Turkey, who often lacked their own financial capi-
tal necessary for the production, did not have the luxury to ig-
nore the tastes and values of the audience, let alone criticise or
rebel against them. Given that, European road movies seem to
have been perceived as a more suitable model for Turkish film-
makers, as they were deemed more introverted and less rebel-
lious. Even though a few road movies were made in Turkey, one
can talk about a general reluctance against the genre in Turkey’s
commercial cinema, leaving it primarily to those—mostly inde-
pendent filmmakers—who sought to go beyond Yesilcam’s prof-
it-driven approach to filmmaking.25! One can point out several
reasons why the genre has never been a popular choice for
commercial filmmakers. The first of these reasons is obviously
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the cost; due to transport and logistics requirements, road movies
are economically more demanding than typical Yesilcam films,
which usually took place in or around Istanbul, and often in do-
mestic settings. After all, Yesilgam was a strictly profit-driven,
penny-pinching film industry that tried to reduce cost in every
imaginable way, going as far as asking the actors, especially less
established ones, to do their own makeup and bring their own
clothes.?52 The second reason, connected to the first, has been
the difficulty of convincing Yesilcam stars to take part in a road
movie, possibly having to leave Istanbul for the project. Given
that a typical Yesilcam star often worked for more than one film
project at a time, leaving Istanbul was not something the film
stars were happy about, as this would mean loss of income.2%3

The Yellow Mercedes received positive reactions in Turkey
from critics and the public, alike. It was nominated for and
awarded several prestigious prizes at various national film festi-
vals, for categories including best director and best male actor.
According to Okan, despite its success at national film festivals,
the film failed to attract viewers to the theatres due to weak mar-
keting and lack of proper distribution when it was released in
1993, five years after the film’s production began.2* The 90s was
an extremely turbulent period for Turkey’s cinema, given that
the commercial cinema industry had collapsed, and the film
market fell under the total control of foreign production compa-
nies and foreign films for much of the period. Despite these diffi-
culties and initial inability to attract viewers, thanks to frequent
television screenings in the 1990s, The Tellow Mercedes has at-
tained the status of a classic film, and has left its mark on Tur-
key’s cinema and popular culture.

Today, The Yellow Mercedes s still a well-known and cele-
brated film. It has deeply shaped Turkish society’s collective
imagination concerning the image of Turkish Gastarbeiter abroad.
Ever since the film’s release, it is impossible to imagine Turkish
guest workers abroad without thinking of Bayram, his journey,
and his experiences. Interestingly, the film even altered the image
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associated with the luxury automobile brand Mercedes-Benz.
Although still prestigious, since the film’s release, the brand is
also associated with the uncouth nouveau riche.

Road to Abroad

Apart from Okan’s road movie debut, The Bus, Okten’s The Herd
and Goren’s The Road are the only other road movies made in
Turkey that are widely known internationally. The Herd follows
several members of a nomadic clan on their train journey from
their rural hometown in south-eastern Turkey to the country’s
capital, Ankara, accompanying a big flock of sheep. They travel
to Ankara both to deliver the flock to a middleman who paid for
the livestock in advance, and to avoid a looming blood-feud that
has been ongoing between the clan and another local tribe for
years.

The Herd has a very little known background story that
involves Okan. He was the person that spotted the story among
many others offered to him by celebrated actor and filmmaker
Yimaz Giiney, and he bought the filming rights to make a film
under his own direction. Given that Giiney was serving a prison
sentence for murder at the time, Okan did all necessary research
for the script during its development, ranging from making long
train journeys to gather visuals for Giiney, to finding the shooting
locations. Okan also contributed to the development of the
script itself and provided the financing for the film with the
money he earned from the screenings of 7he Bus. However, due
to a financial dispute, Okan withdrew from the project at the
very last stage of the pre-production, opening the way for Zeki
Okten to be the director of the film on Giiney’s request.255 De-
spite his withdrawal from the project, one can still detect Okan’s
influence on the film in several ways. First of all, contrary to
what Giiney’s original story prescribes, the film ends in Ankara,
not in Istanbul.2%6 Okan stated that he was the one who insisted
on concluding the film in Ankara, rather than in Istanbul, be-
cause he found the former location symbolically more telling
than the latter. Furthermore, he states that the scene, which de-
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picts the film’s main character, Sivan, and his wife, Berivan,
looking at the shiny shop windows in Ankara, is copied from The
Bus without permission or recognition.?’ In an interview he
gave to Atilla Dorsay in 1980, Giiney confirmed Okan’s state-
ments and acknowledged that Okan’s influence on the script was
more substantial than suggesting one location over another, as he
also contributed to the development of the characters.2>8

The Herd received unexpected attention abroad and won
several awards at prestigious international film festivals, such as
the Golden Leopard at Locarno International Film Festival, and the
OCIC Award at the 29th Berlin International Film Festival in
1979. The Golden Leopard won in Switzerland helped Giiney Film,
which produced The Herd, to establish new connections and se-
cure new financial resources for 7he Road.?>® According to doc-
uments that were recently made public by 7/e Road’s Swiss pro-
ducer, Edi Hubschmid, all the rights of The Road were sold to the
Swiss production company Cactus Film in 1980 at an early stage,
when the film was nothing more than a sketch titled Bayram
(Holiday).260 On Giiney’s request, the script of Holiday was first
given to Erden Kiral to direct. However, almost a month into the
film’s shooting, Giiney stopped the production and removed
Kiral from the project for an undisclosed reason.?6! Shortly
thereafter, the project started again from scratch, featuring many
new actors, this time under the direction of one of Giiney’s
long-term assistants, Serif Goren. Goren’s Holiday, which was
renamed 7he Road by Giiney in the post-production phase, fol-
lows the journeys of six prisoners who are granted a week-long
furlough from a semi-open prison due to the religious high sea-
son Rurban Bayram: (Eid al-adha).

Bordering on third cinema, with its social realist aesthet-
ic and powerful social commentary, 7he Herd distinguishes itself
from the preceding road movies made in the country, as well as
from the popular Yesilcam melodramas of its period. Unlike the
popular commercial films of the time, The Herd is not a star film.
Although it features Yesilcam stars like Tarik Akan and Tuncel
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Kurtiz, these actors are placed in an unfavourable light, trans-
forming them into antiheroes. This kind of casting of star figures
is an extremely rare occurrence in Turkey’s cinema during the
Yesilcam era. Yesilcam films very often revolve around one or
two characters—almost always star figures—without sufficiently
developing any of the side characters. Film critic Sadi Cilingir
observes that the problem of underdeveloped characters is char-
acteristic of Yesilcam, and it is not limited only to side charac-
ters, as according to Cilingir, Yesilcam has no characters but
“types”.262 Unlike many typical Yesilcam films, 7/e Herd revolves
around more than two characters, albeit two of them, Sivan and
Berivan, receive the most attention. 7he Herd provides consider-
able depth to other characters, however, it does not allow the
viewer to identify with any of them. The Herd, like many
Yesilcam melodramas of the period, mainly revolves around a
heterosexual love story, but due to the antihero natures of its
main characters, and the lack of a happy ending, it also dis-
tances itself from these films. This distance to Yesilcam cinema is
perhaps part of the explanation behind the film’s appeal to the
international viewer. By Yesilcam standards, The Herd is an un-
usual film, with a strong auteurial presence. It is an unusual film,
first of all, because, unlike the overwhelming majority of
Yesilcam films, it adopts a realistic attitude in approaching its
subject, without resorting to any kind of miraculous quick fix, or
deus ex machina, to deliver a neat resolution. Yesilcam films almost
always make use of these methods, as the conflicts in these films
are always resolved at the end. In Yesilcam films, lovers always
reunite, if not in this world, surely in the next, for instance. e
Herd, taking place in a particular local setting, tells a universal
story, with a clash of generations at its heart. The local setting
can be argued to be another contributing factor to the film’s suc-
cess In attracting international viewer’s attention, as it develops a
familiar story in a unique and exotic sociopolitical setting, apply-
ing a documentary-like realism without further exoticising or
orientalising it.

170



Like The Herd, The Road lacks the typical Yesilcam star
figure; all of its protagonists are positioned as antiheroes. Unlike
The Herd, however, it does not follow a linear narration; instead,
it relies heavily on a parallel editing technique, since the film fol-
lows six different journeys taking place on different temporal and
spatial planes at once. According to Giiney’s original script, the
film was supposed to consist of twelve different characters and
their journeys. Due to financial and time restrictions, the film’s
newly appointed director; Goren, refused to film all twelve stories
and reduced the characters to six. However, only four of them
can be seen as fully developed in the film. While one of the sto-
ries was left undeveloped due to limited time during the shoot-
ing, the other was removed entirely in the editing phase by
Giiney.263

The Road is an important film both politically and cine-
matographically. Politically, it is important because of its critical
content, and the timing of this criticism. If one remembers that
the film was made in Turkey while the country was under the
rule of a military junta, the importance of the film and the brav-
ery of its creators are better grasped. Cinematographically, 7%e
Road 1s an important film because it is a manifestation of a
strong will to explore new ways of cinematographic expression,
as the film pushes the parallel editing technique to its limits. In
this regard, The Road was a more influential film internationally
than 7he Herd. Celebrated filmmaker Alejandro Gonzalez Ihar-
ritu’s films Amores perros (2000), 21 Grams (2003), and Babel (2006)
offer perhaps the clearest confirmation of this influence, which
could have been recognised even if Inarritu himself had not ac-
knowledged that he was influenced by 7he Road.26* The Road, like
The Herd, received considerable positive reactions abroad, and
was even awarded with Palme d’Or at the 35th Cannes Film Festi-
val in 1982, together with Konstantinos Gavras’s Missing, be-
coming the first-ever film from Turkey to win the prestigious
prize.

The Herd and The Road feature a number of convention-
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al elements of the European road movie tradition. First of all, as
explained earlier, unlike the characters in post-Lasy Rider Holly-
wood road movies, characters in these two films hit the road not
because they want to, but because they are forced to. Unlike the
characters in The Herd, The Road, and The Bus, the main charac-
ter in The Yellow Mercedes makes his journey not out of necessity,
nor because of an outside force out of his control, but out of
free choice. Bayram makes the journey because he wants to visit
his village where he was once an underdog, to show off his Mer-
cedes. Even though certain side characters, such as Robert Lan-
der in Wenders’ 1976 film Kings of the Road, offer exceptions, hit-
ting the road out of free choice is not a characteristic or reoccur-
ring feature of the European road movie tradition. Bayram is
another and a bolder exception in this regard, since, unlike
Wenders’ Lander, he is the main character of the film, and one
can argue that he is comparable to the characters in New Hol-
lywood road movies, although he is not a rebellious one. Given
that Bayram’s decision to travel to his hometown is motivated by
a strong desire to free himself from the low social status in the
social hierarchy of the village with the help of his newly bought
automobile, such a comparison is not totally groundless.

Like in many European road movies, characters in 7he
Herd, The Road, and The Bus make their journeys by vehicles of
public transport, such as trains and buses. In The Yellow Mercedes,
however, the main character travels in his privately owned au-
tomobile, and he travels alone. This signals a significantly differ-
ent relationship between the character and the vehicle of choice.
In the preceding films, except The Bus, the characters have no
attachment to the vehicle by which they make their journeys,
whereas Bayram has a rather complex relationship with the ve-
hicle. As explained earlier in the chapter, Bayram’s obsession
with cars starts with the arrival of a shiny automobile to the poor
and remote village in which he grew up, and owning a car
quickly becomes Bayram’s goal in life. In the hope of achieving
this goal, Bayram migrates to a big city, Ankara, then to Ger-
many, leaving behind not only his childhood sweetheart,
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Kezban, but everybody who ever cared for him. After buying his
long dreamed of and hard-earned car, Bayram starts the journey
from Munich heading back to the village, in the hope of reunit-
ing with Kezban, and gaining social recognition in the village at
last. During the journey, the Mercedes gains a personality in the
mind of Bayram. He imagines the car as a female and calls her
Balkaz. At some point, Bayram even starts speaking to the car.

Starting from the very early road movies, the automo-
bile is often depicted as an object with a destructive force. This is
also the case in Okan’s film, as Bayram’s fascination with auto-
mobiles is destructive for him both socially and mentally. Social-
ly, Bayram’s fascination with automobiles slowly but steadily de-
stroys his relations with the people around him. In order to
achieve his childhood dream, Bayram sells his property in the
village despite the disapproval of his uncle who raised him,
leaves his lover, Kezban, steals his best friend’s documents, and
dumps the people who helped him in Germany. Mentally,
Bayram’s object of fetish distorts his perception of reality and
creates false expectations. Through his car ownership, Bayram
expects to gain an immediate social recognition and respect, but
this expectation does not match reality. No one 1s interested in
Bayram, or in his car. He is squeezed between his unrealistic
expectations and the cold face of reality.

In road movies, the vehicle is often conceptualised as “a
mechanised extension of the body”, through which the traveller
travels further and faster towards his destination.26> In 7The Yellow
Mercedes, this 1s exactly the case. The automobile in the film is
transformed into an extension of Bayram’s body to such a de-
gree that he is shown to experience physical pain every time the
automobile gets a bump or scratch. Bayram evokes the impres-
sion that he is a modern centaur, half man and half automo-
bile—maybe more automobile than man. There are several
scenes that speak to the connection between Bayram and his
Mercedes. Perhaps the most poetic is the scene in which the
windshield of the Mercedes is cracked by a stone, thrown from a
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lorry driving in front of the car. After forcibly stopping the lor-
ry’s driver and demanding compensation for the damage,
Bayram is seen with a bruised eye, suggesting a violent reply
from the driver. In the scene, the camera is positioned in a way
that the bruise is hidden perfectly behind the circular crack left
on the windshield by the stone. When the camera changes its
angle, the bruised eye becomes visible. This particular camera
arrangement establishes an obvious connection between the
damage on the car’s windshield and the damage on Bayram’s
body.

In many road movies, the story typically develops
around the tension between a couple sitting in the front seats.
There is no such tension in The Yellow Mercedes, since Bayram
travels alone. One can, however, talk about another form of ten-
sion, namely, the tension forming in Bayram’s mind as he starts
to reflect on the past and his decisions. Looked at from this per-
spective, Bayram’s journey is more than just a physical journey.
He physically travels towards the village where he came from,
but he also travels psychologically back in time. As Devin Org-
eron puts it, the automobile functions as a “sort of mobile psy-
choanalytic couch” in the film.266 This type of journey is a famil-
iar one in the European road movie tradition, with one of the
most iconic examples being found in Ingmar Bergman’s 1957
flm Smultronstillet (Wild Strawberries). The film follows the long
car drive of an elderly professor, Isak Borg, and it is more con-
cerned with the character’s journey into the past than with the
physical car drive, as the professor revisits his memories and re-
flects on his past experiences. In this regard, Bayram’s journey is
comparable to that of Isak Borg.

Orgeron observes that one of the core themes of the
road movie is the impossibility of communication in modern
times. This theme is also one of the main themes in Okan’s film,
as it becomes clear in several scenes. In one of these scenes, after
parking his Mercedes in a crowded parking space in a chaotic
city centre, Bayram starts chatting with the valet boy who helped
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him park, after the boy praises his automobile. Straightening his
posture and visibly deriving pleasure from it, Bayram starts to
chat with him about his car and his journey. The boy seems to
be genuinely interested in what he has to tell. After a short while,
the boy disappears to help the next driver. Totally absorbed in
his own story, Bayram does not even notice the boy’s disappear-
ance and continues to talk to the void the valet boy left behind.
Although Bayram is portrayed as an asocial character through-
out the film, this scene makes clear that he does burn with a de-
sire to tell his story to somebody. He wants to talk about the ex-
perience of living abroad, his automobile, and his achievement
of buying it. He longs to be acknowledged, taken seriously, and
socially respected. This is even expressed verbally by Bayram
himself at one point in the film in a voice-over. The voice-over
underlines Bayram’s desperate need for communication. How-
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ever, no one is interested in Bayram or in his story, nor does any-
one have the time to listen.

Bayram is a very self-absorbed character, and as such,
he is interested in telling his story more than listening to others’.
He wants to be heard, but he does not want to listen. In fact,
during the entire film, he never listens to what others have to tell.
He neither listens to his uncle’s suggestion not to sell the land in
the village nor that of Kezban to stay in Turkey and marry her.
The only time Bayram listens to someone is at the very end of
the film, when he has a conversation with a shepherd near the
village. Tor the first time in this conversation, Bayram starts to
understand his mistakes.

Beyond any particular scene, in general, the film is built
around the theme of the impossibility of communication, as
Bayram’s entire journey is about sending messages to several
receivers. By purchasing an automobile and driving it all the way
from Munich to the remote village in central Anatolia, Bayram
wants to deliver a message to his fellow villagers, that he is no
longer an underdog, and he should be respected. He also wants
to communicate something to his lover;, Kezban, whom he left in
Turkey when he travelled to Germany to save money for the
automobile. Through his automobile, Bayram wants to tell
Kezban that he loves her and that they now can be united.
However, none of these messages can be delivered, first of all,
because Bayram cannot reach the village, and second, Kezban is
now married to another man. Bayram’s journey is without an
end, and his messages are without recetvers. The film is built
around an incomplete journey and failed communication.

Despite its apparent celebration of forward motion and
its apparent iconoclastic radicalism, the road movie paradoxical-
ly and nostalgically clings to a mythical innocent moment in the
past and desires to roll back history in an effort to find
stability.267 Okan’s film offers a perfect embodiment of this.
Bayram’s commitment to buy a car and travel with it is motivat-
ed by a significant moment in Bayram’s childhood: the moment
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in which he saw the American-built car in the village. This is the
mythical moment of Bayram’s life, a moment which, in his
mind, formed the pathway that would lift him from his low so-
cial status. By becoming a car owner, he wants to travel to that
mythical moment and replicate what the driver of that shiny
American-made automobile did. By doing so, Bayram hopes to
repair his damaged self-esteem, gain social recognition, and ul-
timately reach a stable mental state.

The European road movie, unlike its post-Easy Rider
New Hollywood counterpart, does not revolve around charac-
ters who can be described as rebellious, criminal, or outcast; in-
stead, it often focuses on the journey of a rather ordinary person
who travels for practical reasons.268 This is also the case in The
Herd, as the film’s characters travel to Ankara to deliver their
herd to a middleman. In The Road, the situation is a little more
complicated, as the film’s journeying characters are indeed, con-
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victed criminals who are given a furlough from prison. However,
the film tries to disguise this feature by focusing on the personal
dramas of the characters instead, positioning the criminals not
as perpetrators or outlaws, but as victims. This approach moves
the individual responsibilities away from the characters and
blames the state and society for their unlawful actions. This can
be observed in the episode that follows Omer’s journey, a con-
victed international smuggler. Although cross-border smuggling
is a clearly defined and undisputed crime all over the world, the
film portrays the harsh military crackdown on the cross-border
smuggling as arbitrary punishment targeting ‘innocent’ civilians
instead of depicting them as criminals. Furthermore, the film
celebrates Omer’s rejection to return to prison and his escape to
Syria. Although 7he Road does not provide the reason behind
every character’s incarceration, the three characters of whom
the film does provide information are convicted of international
smuggling, robbery, and murder, respectively.

The characters in 7he Bus are ordinary people travelling
to Europe illegally in the hope of finding jobs. In certain re-
spects, these characters can also be considered criminals, given
that they travel to a foreign country illegally. However, unlike 7#e
Road, The Bus sympathises neither with the characters nor with
their actions. In 7he Road, the viewer can identify with the char-
acters, and can even reach a cathartic moment when Omer es-
capes to Syria. If one analyses the scene in which Omer is
shown on horseback like a warrior advancing on the enemy; one
could hardly fail to understand the film’s celebration and glorifi-
cation of Omer’s decision not to return to prison and his choice
for freedom. French film critic Marcel Martin romanticises this
particular scene and writes that “the Kurdish convict sets off
towards the mountains, perhaps to join an insurgent group”.269
Omer is the only character in the film who rebels against the
state of things and frees himself from these undesirable condi-
tions. This leaves no doubt that he is placed differently among
the rest of the antihero characters of the film, as the only hero
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of the film.

Though not as pronounced as Gliney’s characters in 7he
Road, Okan’s Bayram too is an ambivalent character. On one
hand, he is a rather ordinary person who travels for a practical
reason—to visit the village and show off his automobile—and
on the other hand, he can be described as an outcast, albeit be-
ing neither a criminal nor rebellious. Bayram is an outcast be-
cause he does not have a respected status in his village. Much
like the protagonists in 7he Herd and The Road, he is an antihero.
Bayram is not a character with whom an audience can, or would
want to identify. Interestingly, the actor who performs Bayram,
ilyas Salman, has never been a typical Yesilcam star. Salman
mostly appeared in supporting roles rather than in leading ones.
The Yellow Mercedes is one of the rare films in which he appears in
the leading role. As discussed in the second chapter, although
they are not placed as antiheroes, the viewer cannot identify with
the characters of The Bus either, as Okan purposefully prevents
this by constantly changing the camera’s attention from one
character to the next.

Like The Bus, The Herd, and The Road, Okan’s third film,
The Yelloww Mercedes, is home to another recurring motif found in
many road movies: “witnessing of road side atrocities as a sign
of the times”.270 Okan achieves this through a fine blend of fic-
tion and documentary. For instance, Bayram drives by several
traffic accident scenes. According to Okan, some of these acci-
dent scenes were staged while others were genuine. He also
states that many of the scenes in the film taking place on the
road were recorded documentary-style using guerrilla filmmak-
ing techniques, without any prior arrangement or manipulation
of the scenery.

I followed the character’s journey during a day. I
have caught unbelievable shots. Many people could
not believe it and asked me how I did it. I answered
‘I shot in documentary-style.” We were just blocking
the road. Actually, this road was the most impor-
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tant transit route, which connected the Middle East
and Europe at the time. There were no alternative
roads, which do exist today. This was the only one.
We were just blocking it. When enough vehicles
were gathered we were unblocking the road.
Salman was sitting in the front seat of the car and
driving it. Camera, reflector, lights, and I were on
the car’s bonnet, outside. We were driving like this.
Whatever happened in traffic was up to chance. It
was quite chaotic. Sometimes shooting was success-
ful and sometimes not. It was a very difficult
process.27!

Like The Bus and The Yellow Mercedes, The Herd and The Road fea-
ture several scenes that are captured using guerrilla filmmaking
techniques, mostly hidden camera. Despite being a fictional
drama, The Herd is home to many scenes that are captured using
a hidden camera. Some of the most obvious examples of this
guerrilla-style filmmaking are the scenes that show the passage
of the herd on the main streets of Ankara, or the film’s final
scene, which shows one of the characters, Hamo, getting lost in
the city. The Herd’s target audience is a local audience in Turkey.
This is clear in scenes containing direct references to social and
political realities of the country, such as the scene showing an
overcrowded hospital, or, more obvious yet, the scene that de-
picts the gunning down of a left-wing activist at a bus stop who
distribute propaganda leaflets. These images are meaningful
only for those who are familiar with Turkey’s turbulent recent
economic and political history. When the teenage son of the
people who host Sivan and his sick wife, Berivan, gives the cou-
ple a lecture on class struggle while sitting in front of a wall with
a picture of Karl Marx, these political references evolve into di-
rect propaganda. With this in mind, 7#e Herd can be said to
share some qualities with third cinema films.22 One can observe
several similar features in The Road, as well, as several scenes in
this film too were captured using guerrilla filmmaking methods,
ranging from hidden camera to location shooting without per-
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mission.?’3 Furthermore, according to Tarik Akan, one of the
leading actors of the film, all the scenes featuring soldiers were
shot with real soldiers after giving their commanders a false
script and convincing them that they were partaking in a differ-
ent kind of film.274 Although it features unpremeditated location
shootings, The Yellow Mercedes is nowhere near third cinema. Hav-
ing observed this, one can proceed to conclude that, apart from
certain elements such as a political agenda and direct political
propaganda, which are not common features to be found in Eu-
ropean road movie, The Herd and The Road, in general, can be
said to follow the European road movie tradition in terms of
their approach and demonstrate many of its conventional quali-
ties. The Yelloww Mercedes, on the other hand, offers a kind of road
movie that uses conventional elements, both from European and
post-Easy Rider New Hollywood road movies, and oscillates be-
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tween these distinct approaches. Furthermore, in comparison to
his debut film, 7he Yellow Mercedes represents a clear shift away
from the conventions of European road movie in Okan’s ap-
proach to the genre. Perhaps this pronounced shift towards the
New Hollywood road movie was the reason why prominent film
critic Atilla Dorsay asserted that The Yellow Mercedes was “in
many respects the first true road movie of Turkish cinema”, in-
advertently also giving away his own Hollywood-centric cinema
view.275

The Class Question in Turkey’s Popular Cinema

Class is an extremely rare feature to appear in Turkey’s popular
cinema. Although many Yesilcam melodramas form around a
plot of the uneasy love between a poor girl and a rich man, or
vice versa, it has successfully avoided the class issue at all cost.
This was mostly the result of self-censorship practices developed
by the film industry as a survival mechanism to cope with the
strict unwritten production codes, since not many people would
want to be accused of making communist propaganda in a
NATO country bordering on the Soviet Union, where Mc-
Carthy style communist witch-hunts were common during much
of the Cold War.

Yesilcam pictures a classless fairy-tale world where
everything is possible. In this world classes do not exist; there are
only rich and poor, good and bad characters. A poor garbage
collector, despite having a terrible voice, can suddenly become a
rich and famous singer by ending up on stage in a concert hall
by mistake while running away from a chase, as happens in Zeki
Okten’s 1977 film Cipgiiler Kralh (The King of the Street Clean-
ers). A person with perfect sight can become blind after an ama-
teurishly performed traffic accident as happens in Muzaffer Ar-
slan’s 1970 film Hayatum Sana Feda (I Sacrifice My Life for You).
Or, a physically disabled person can miraculously start walking
without any trace of disability after a kick in the butt, as happens
in Natuk Baytan’s 1981 film Uy Kagitgr (The Swindler). Yesilcam
films operate in a different reality. In this reality, which is not
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necessarily bound by logic or the laws of physics, classes do not
exist. These films never critically question the sources of the
rich’s wealth, or the reasons behind the poverty of the poor;
wealth and poverty are presented as natural, God-given, and
unquestionable things, like the colour of one’s hair and eyes. In
Yesilcam films, one can find good rich characters as well as bad
ones; however, poor characters are seldom bad. If a poor char-
acter is bad, there is always a convincing explanation, that is, of
course, in the context of Yesilcam’s own reality. There is an ob-
vious inclination in Yesilcam films to present poor characters in a
positive light, and these characters almost always appear to be
happier than the rich ones. One could go as far as to state that
Yesilcam melodramas glorify the poor and, to a certain degree,
their poverty by consistently presenting wealth as an agent of
moral corruption, and the wealthy as corrupt.

Perhaps no other film brings all these characteristics
together better than Ergin Orbey’s 1975 film Bizim Aile (Our
Family), one of the most beloved Yesilcam family melodramas
of all ime. In Ouwr Family, the daughter of the rich factory owner,
Alev, and the son of a poor man working in Alev’s father’s facto-
ry, Ferit, fall in love. Alev’s rich and well-connected father does
not approve of the relationship. He challenges, and even threat-
ens, the worker’s son to stop seeing Alev. Ferit does not submit to
the factory owner’s threats and continues to see her, and eventu-
ally, they get married without informing Alev’s father. Upon
hearing about this, Alev’s father fires Ferit’s father from his long-
time job in the factory, and later, through connections and by
exploiting legal loopholes, confiscates his house. This makes the
crowded family, among whom Alev has been living since her
marriage, homeless in the middle of the winter. Despite the
hardship, the family keeps their spirits high. They manage to be
happy with each other, while Alev’s father is left unhappy, suffer-
ing from loneliness despite his wealth and power. After a deus ex
machina achieved by Ferit’s father’s emotional tirade in Alev’s
father’s office, the businessman realises his mistakes, returns the
house to its rightful owners, and apologises to his daughter. Like
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the overwhelming majority of Yesilcam melodramas, the film
concludes with a neat resolution and a happy ending.

Despite commercial cinema’s intentional and persistent
avoidance, the class issue nonetheless appears in some of the
films made during the Yesilcam period, starting from the early
1960s, thanks to the relative atmosphere of freedom granted by
the new constitution. Halit Refig’s 1962 film Sehirdeki Yabanc
(Stranger in the City), Ertem Gore¢’s 1964 film Karanbkta
Uyananlar (Those Awakening in the Dark), Nevzat Pesen’s 1964
film Hizh JYasayanlar (Those Who Live Fast), and Duygu
Sagiroglu's 1965 film Bitmeyen Yol (Road Without End) are some
of these films. With their social realist attitudes and aesthetics,
these films revolve around working-class characters and focus on
social issues like internal migration, poverty, exploitation, and
unionisation struggles. These films are followed by films like
Yilmaz Giiney’s 1975 film Arkadag (Friend), Yavuz Ozkan’s 1978
film Maden (The Mine), and Ozkan’s 1979 film Demiryol (The
Railroad). The social realist films of the 1960s are sympathetic
towards the working-class and its struggles, while these later films
use the class question more as a propaganda and agitation tool.
These later films more closely resemble propagandistic socialist
realism and third cinema movements.

Having observed the general situation concerning the
class question in Turkey’s cinema, one can see that Okan’s ap-
proach to the matter is significantly different than that of the
Yesilcam filmmakers, and such an observation brings me to the
next argument I would like to pursue concerning 7he Yellow Mer-
cedes.

A Non-British Kitchen-sink Film on the Road

In comparison to both 7he Road and The Herd, The Yellow Mercedes
shows quite a different attitude in approaching its subject, as
Okan attempts to transculturise and transnationalise Agaoglu’s
time, region, and culture-specific narration by stripping it to the
bare essentials and placing it in a class perspective rather than
underlining a local social/political/cultural condition. Even
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though Okan has stated that he no longer considers his views as
left-wing, his take on the film still 1s.276 He approaches Bayram,
not as a specific Turkish Gastarbeiter with a particularly interest-
ing story, but as a worker who, albeit unconsciously, wants to
change his social status in the class hierarchy.

Like the convicts in Géren’s film, and the nomads in
Okten’s, Bayram is part of the lumpenproletariat, in the sense
that he does not have the class consciousness; but unlike these
other characters, he is clearly not satisfied with his social status
and tries to change it through a quick fix, namely the ownership
of a luxury automobile. The brand of Bayram’s newly bought
automobile, Mercedes-Benz, is significant because it is a luxury
car brand that is historically associated with the upper-class and
powerful elites. Bayram’s journey is also a class journey; given
that the character’s main aim is to achieve upward mobility in
the class strata.

Bayram is a former agricultural worker displaced by
modern technology, signified by the combine harvester, and as
such, he belongs to “the lowest layers of the old society” in Marx
and Engel’s class understanding.2’7 Unlike Okten’s and Géren’s
characters, Bayram is not unemployed nor a criminal; he is a
hard-working labourer. It can be argued that Bayram adapted
himself fairly well to the new social reality, albeit without inter-
nalising the values of his new social class. Nonetheless, Bayram
is much closer to gaining class consciousness and being a prole-
tarian in the Marxist sense of the term than the characters in the
other films. Neither the characters in 7he Road nor the main
characters in 7he Herd have such a prospect. Despite approach-
ing Bayram’s journey from the perspective of class, Okan by no
means utilises Bayram as a means to glorify the working classes.
On the contrary, he adopts a realist but detached attitude, which
recalls the British New Wave filmmakers’ approach, often re-
ferred to as “kitchen-sink realism”.

British New Wave was a cinema movement that
emerged in Great Britain during the late 1950s and early 1960s.
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Influenced by Italian Neorealism, French New Wave, and British
Free Cinema movements, the movement finds its most represen-
tative examples in films like Jack Clayton’s 1959 film Room at the
Top, Karel Reisz’s 1960 film Saturday Night and Sunday Morning,
Tony Richardson’s 1961 film A Taste of Honey, his 1962 film The
Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, and Lindsay Anderson’s 1963
film Thus Sporting Life.2’8 British New Wave films are united in
their political and artistic independence from the mainstream
commercial cinema of the period, their pseudo-documentary
social realism, their interest in ordinary working-class people,
their fascination with the details and minute rituals of everyday
life, and their use of location shooting.27® Concerning the British
New Wave, Doru Pop observes that:

[a]s with other “New Wave” moviemakers who
came before, the British directors were looking for
alternatives to capitalist cinema storytelling. They
rejected socialist realism and came up with another
answer: “social realism”. Opposed to the idealistic
perspective of the Soviet realism, the new social
realism offered a rather grim view of the life of the
working-class.280

One can observe all these distinct qualities of the British kitchen-
sink dramas in Okan’s third film. First of all, The Yellow Mercedes
is an independent film, both financially and artistically. It fea-
tures quite a substantial amount of authentic footage captured
through guerrilla filmmaking methods, and it persistently utilises
location shooting. Furthermore, the film is concerned with a
rather minute event in the life of an ordinary working-class anti-
hero. Like many of the British kitchen-sink dramas of the late
1950s and 60s, it has strong ties to literature; like the majority of
these British New Wave films, it is a literary adaptation. And
finally, The Yellow Mercedes 1s a dystopian film that offers a grim
view of the life of its working-class character.

Although the story takes place in a non-British context
with a completely different sociopolitical reality, Okan applies
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the British New Wave films’ class centred sensitivity to his films.
The Yellow Mercedes is particularly comparable to one of these
British New Wave films in its approach to the main character,
and to some degree, to the subject matter of the film itself,
namely Jack Clayton’s 1959 film Room at the Top. Clayton’s film
follows the young and ambitious Joe Lampton, who, like
Bayram, just moved to a big city from a small town with the ul-
timate aim of climbing the class ladder. Shortly after moving to
the city, despite the discouragements of friends, colleagues, and
relatives, Joe starts pursuing Susan, the daughter of a local in-
dustrial magnate and a woman he is not really in love with. After
Joe’s persistent chase, Susan falls in love with him. In the mean-
time, Joe falls in love with Alice, a married woman. While trying
to convince Alice and her husband to divorce so that he can
marry her, Joe learns that Susan is pregnant with his child.
Forced to make a decision between the woman he is in love with
and the woman he pursued for her wealth and upper-class back-
ground, Joe chooses the latter and realises his long-awaited
dreams of moving upwards on the class ladder. However, his
achievement does not make Joe any happier. Alice dies in what
appears to be a suicidal traffic accident while all of his relatives
and friends distance themselves from him. Joe is left alone and
unhappy with a woman whom he does not love.

Like Clayton’s film, The Yellow Mercedes revolves around
a character who is not happy with his place in the social strata
and wishes to climb the class ladder through a quick fix. Like
Clayton’s Joe, Okan’s Bayram comes from a rural background
and moves to a big city in his search of an opportunity to realise
his dreams. Furthermore, like Joe, Bayram is forced to make a
choice between the woman whom he really loves and another
object of desire—in Bayram’s case this object of desire is a car;
in Joe’s case, it is another woman—which he believes will help
him achieve his goal; both choose the latter. As in Joe’s case,
Bayram’s friends and relatives do not approve of Bayram’s deci-
sion, and, much like Joe, he is left alone and unhappy at the end
of the film. The similarities between the two films are not limited
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to the plot and characters.

One of the recurring features in British kitchen-sink
dramas is the lack of sympathy, and even discouragement, they
show for their characters’ ambitions of upward social mobility.
They seem to tacitly celebrate their failures, thus their class im-
mobility. As Barry Forshaw puts it, the characters in kitchen-sink
dramas are all “doomed to failure, but that failure comes in dif-
ferent forms”.28! In a way, these dramas suggest the impossibility
of social climbing. A good example of this attitude can be found
in the relationship between Jimmy, who has a working-class
background, and his upper-class wife, Alison, in Tony Richard-
son’s 1959 ilm Look Back in Anger: Jimmy often takes out his anger
and frustration, stemming from the injustices he sees in society,
on his wife and her upper-class background by mocking and
dominating her. Richardson’s approach to the main character,
Archie Rice, in his 1959 film The Entertainer offers another exam-
ple of the same attitude, as Archie fails to secure the funds neces-
sary to put up a new show. In his 1961 film A Taste of Honey,
Richardson reiterates his position with his depiction of the fail-
ure of the marriage of working-class Helen and self-made busi-
nessman Peter. John Schlesinger’s 1963 film Billy Liar offers yet
another articulation of a comparable attitude when Billy decides
to disembark the train just as he was about to leave Yorkshire for
good to start a new and promising life in London with his free-
spirited lover, Liz. Richardson shows that his attitude is un-
changed in his 1962 film The Loneliness of the Long Dustance Runner,
when main character; Colin Smith, suddenly stops running me-
ters away from the finish line, where winning the race would
have meant a chance to be released from the detention centre he
is in and a promising future as a runner. In his 1968 film Up the
Junction, Peter Collinson adopts a comparable approach when
working-class Pete ends up in jail while attempting to woo his
upper-class ex-girlfriend, Polly, with a stolen car. A similar mech-
anism, with a little twist, is at play in Clayton’s Room at the Top. Joe
realises his long-awaited dreams when he chooses Susan’s wealth
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and upper-class background over Alice, but it does not bring him
happiness. Okan also allows his character to reach his goal, but
he underlines that Bayram’s achievement cannot deliver the re-
sults he was hoping for. Okan follows a slightly different strategy
in his approach to his main character, as unlike Clayton, he does
not show sympathy toward his protagonist, and he does not al-
low the viewer to identify with him during the entire film. Clay-
ton portrays Joe as a likeable character and allows identification
with him untl he chooses Susan over Alice. After Joe’s decision,
Clayton’s sympathy for him disappears abruptly. Joe becomes
unsympathetic because he employs sly methods to achieve up-
ward mobility, thinking it is the only way to achieve it. At this
point, Clayton’s decision to turn his back on Joe signals also a
moral standing, which one can define as a moralised class loyalty.
The Yellow Mercedes adopts the British kitchen-sink dra-
mas’ approach to the road movie genre. Interestingly enough,
there is no road movie among the classic British New Wave films
of the late 1950s and 1960s. Okan’s film offers a unique example
that combines the British kitchen-sink dramas’ social realism and
class-centred political awareness with the generic flexibility of
the road movie. The Yellow Mercedes is a rare example of kitchen-
sink reality on wheels. Furthermore, Okan also brings something
of his own to the kitchen-sink from his previous films, and
adopts a slightly ridiculing dark-comic attitude towards Bayram.
As a result, unlike British kitchen-sink dramas, The Yellow Mercedes
does not take its working-class anti-hero so seriously, and does
not endorse any kind of class loyalty. In this regard, Bayram
does not really offer a proper working-class character image
comparable to British kitchen-sinks” working-class characters.

A Stranded Mercedes

In his 2017 book Yol - Bur Siirgiin Hikdyesi (Yol - An Exile Story),
The Road’s Swiss producer Edi Hubschmid writes that the film
was accepted to the Cannes Film Festival through personal con-
nections and lobbying efforts coordinated by the Swiss film com-
pany.282 In a 2017 interview, the film’s other (uncredited) pro-
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ducer, Donat Keusch, gives a similar account of the events that
confirm Hubschmid’s statement.283 Okan goes even further and
confidently asserts that Francois Mitterrand, the socialist Presi-
dent of France at the time, watched the film and personally re-
quested its inclusion in Cannes Film Festival’s programme.28+
Having been awarded one of the most prestigious awards of the
cinema world at Cannes, the film generated a lot of attention
internationally and could easily reach millions of viewers all
around the world, except in the country where it was made.

Okan not only financed his own films, but he also
arranged the marketing and distribution by himself. The Yellow
Mercedes’s production took more than four years to complete
(1987-1992), as he had been struggling to secure financial re-
sources for the film, and he had to solve technical issues, like
editing, himself. Okan repeatedly pointed out that, as an inde-
pendent emigrant filmmaker who also worked full-time as a den-
tist to earn his living and finance his films, he never had an op-
portunity to establish a stable relationship with the film indus-
tries of the countries in which he lived. Furthermore, he under-
lined that none of his films received financial support, nor were
they ever accepted to major international film festivals. As a re-
sult, The Yellow Mercedes could only be screened in a few countries
in Europe, and did so for a short period, with an extremely lim-
ited number of copies.28>

The Road was completed in 1982, some two years after
the military coup d’état on 12 September 1980 that overthrew
the democratically elected government in Turkey. As a film that
was made under extremely challenging conditions, The Road 1s
an important and politically critical film. It can be argued that
being a critical film made in a country under military rule gen-
erated more international attention for the film than would have
been the case if it was the product of a different country or peri-
od. In addition to its country of origin, political criticism, and
timing, another reason that can be argued to have contributed to
the international attention enjoyed by The Road is the film’s por-
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trayal of Turkey, which echoes the image established by Alan
Parker’s Midmght Express (1978) just a couple of years before.
Madmight Express follows the horrifying experiences of a young
student from the United States who is sentenced to jail in Turkey
after trying to smuggle kilos of drugs. Parker’s orientalist and
astonishingly inaccurate semi-fictional story, which is still banned
in Turkey, is probably the single most damaging blow to the in-
ternational image of the country prior to the rise of Islamist
governments in the early 2000s in the country. Parker’s film was
so influential that it gave rise to slang expressions such as “bet-
ter/worse than a Turkish prison” in English. When released in
1982, only four years after Parker’s film, 7%e Road inevitably re-
called similar images in the minds of many Western viewers,
since the film revolves around a similar issue, with a comparable
portrayal. In fact, connections to, or comparisons with, Parker’s
film were the subject of some of the most frequently asked ques-
tions to the film’s scriptwriter Giiney.286 The connection between
the two films has also contributed to the film’s international ap-
peal.

The Road is “the first major Turkish film released in
more than fifty countries.”?87 It is a well-known but not as well
studied film in Turkey. Despite being the first, and until Nuri
Bilge Ceylan’s 2014 film Az Upkusu (Winter Sleep) the only film
from the country to win one of the most prestigious film awards
in the world, Palme d’Or, there is not even a single book in Turk-
ish (or in English for that matter) focusing exclusively on the film
as of the time of writing.288 Apart from a very few articles, what
is written about the film is limited to short newspaper and popu-
lar cinema magazine pieces, and books written about various
other subjects (mostly about Yilmaz Giiney) that also mention
the film in different contexts. In these texts The Road is men-
tioned mainly in three different contexts: Film’s unusual produc-
tion history and its international success, the Kurdish identity
question, and representation of women in the film. 7he Road is a
celebrated film, but it also received critique in aspects ranging
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from representation of women to its orientalist depiction. For
instance, while some film critics and scholars such Dorsay and
Sehmus Giizel praise the film for its plot that revolves around
central women characters and argue that such a position is an
important one in the discussion about the question of women’s
liberation struggle, film scholar Asuman Suner observes that 7/e
Road positions the women characters as passive and mute objects
through the display of their victimised bodies, and presents Ana-
tolian women as exoticised ethnographic objects.289 In a lengthy
text on the film, after celebrating it for its plot, cinematography,
direction, and international success, one of Gtiney’s friends and
respected film critic Atilla Dorsay criticises Giiney’s inclusion of
the title Kurdistan into the film in the post-production and writes
that it is a “bilious” decision given the facts that the film does not
even contain anything specific concerning the matter, and until
that moment Giiney had abstained from making any comments
about the issue while he was free and famous in Turkey.2% In
connection with these points raised by Dorsay and Suner, film
scholar Nezih Coskun, writes that The Road “foments the orien-
talist tendencies of Europe.”29!

Financial difficulties and an inability to adequately mar-
ket the film internationally were the issues that limited 7/e Yellow
Mercedes’ access to an international audience the most. Okan is
not only an independent filmmaker artistically and economically,
but also ideologically. Due to deliberate choice, he has never
been a part of any political or ideological grouping in Turkey or
Europe. Okan is convinced that his political and ideological in-
dependence was not appreciated by the cultural and intellectual
elite that are influential in Turkey’s cinema circles. Many of
these people were—and still are—left-wing or left-leaning. Okan
never had a good relationship with film critics and other influen-
tial gatckeepers of Turkey’s film industry.29? Keeping this in
mind, one can speculate that Okan’s ideological take on The Jel-
low Mercedes, which neither glorifies nor propagandises its work-
ing-class character, is another reason why the film had difficulty
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in reaching a wider audience in Turkey, as well as abroad, as
unlike 7/e Road, it was never embraced or backed by any cultur-
al or intellectual elite, either in Turkey or elsewhere.293
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