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I have known Nil for almost 20 years; I 

have always heard many of my colleagues 

and my students tell pleasant things about 

her and her literature classes. However, for 

the first time we sat down together to talk 

about non-work related things. So when 

two book lovers come together, what do 

they talk about? Of course “Imagination”.  

 

Deniz Şallı-Çopur: Imagination is to me 

the prerequisite for literature. Do you 

agree with that? 

Nil Korkut-Naykı: I would agree with that but I think we may first define what we mean by 

imagination because imagination is, in English at least, a word that covers many meanings. And if we 

look at the most basic meaning of “imagination”, I think it is the “power of the mind”. The second 

meaning could be being able to think of things that don’t exist or that are fictional. But before we 

come to that it is all about the power of the mind to think of and picture some images and maybe 

elaborate on them. So maybe imagination is the prerequisite of all sorts of activities related to the 

mind. On top of that we can say that some people have more power of the mind to engage in literary 

activity, in a sense.  

 

DŞÇ: Similar to the first definition of imagination as the “power of the mind”, in Turkish, it is “hayal 

gücü”. This “güç” is something interesting there. It sounds like only the one with the power to 

imagine can have imaginations. Is it something like a competence? 

 

NKN: It is definitely some kind of competence but I think every normal person is born with this 

competence. Maybe we could draw an analogy to language acquisition. Every normal person is, 

according to theory, born with the capacity to acquire a language or languages. I think, in that sense, 

it is there for everyone, but I think there are several factors. This ability perhaps is genetically here. I 

believe that in some people this may be stronger. But even if it is not, I believe that the 

environmental influence, the way a child is brought up is very important. So everybody, I believe, is 

born with the capacity to imagine in a sense, but depending on how they are brought up and the 

kind of education they get, this capacity either reaches its full potential or maybe remains stable and 

disappears as we grow older. Yes, it is a competence but I think this competence involves two 

factors: the inborn factor and the environmental factor. When they come together, it becomes some 

sort of competence, stronger in some and weaker in others. 

 

DSÇ: Sometimes I read a book or watch a show and say “someone has imagined that” and you 

respect the imagination and you respect the work. Imagination is something abstract but we see, 

hear and feel what we imagine. Literature is a medium through which we read/listen to/ see what 
the authors or poets imagine. Does imagination have no limits? Or does the form limit imagination?  

NKN: That is a question that has always existed throughout the history of literary criticism or 

literary theory. What exactly is this thing that we call imagination or what do we call genius in a 
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writer? And the second part of your question: What appears as a work of art eventually? Is it 

actually a restriction of the imagination or a good expression of it? I would like to begin with my 

personal experience which is not related to literary creativity but just writing, even academic 

writing. While planning to write, we think of certain things like “I wanna to say this, I wanna do that, 

put these together in an article or in a piece of writing”; but I sometimes feel that what I feel as the 

existing potential in my mind never appears that way on paper eventually, so it is always a reduced 

version of what I first imagined it to be. This is not about literary creativity or creative writing, but if 

this is the case with me, that can also be the case for artists and writers. There are even some 

theorists who have talked about this problem, especially the Romantics in the 19th century. They are 

very much interested in the imagination. Of course, this is normal because the whole theory of 

Romanticism puts a great amount of emphasis on the imagination and the imaginative powers. If I’m 

not mistaken, it was Percy Bysshe Shelley, the English romantic poet, who said that what appears on 

paper as poetry itself is always a seriously reduced version of what he initially had in mind. So 

imagination being abstract, as you said, it looks so infinite in the mind, and what we see as the 

artistic work is always a reduced version of what would be there in the mind of the artist, which is 

not necessarily something to complain about. Because that’s the only thing we have.  

 

DSÇ: What people think about literature is that the muse comes, it’s there, then they put it on paper 

and it’s done. What I feel is that it is also hard work. For me, imagination also requires hard work on 

what you think or imagine. What do you think? 

 

NKN: I fully agree with that although there are probably different personal styles in the case of 

different poets and authors. Some probably do it faster and with less revisions, whereas some 

others do research, academic research even, and they revise and revise. It is again one of the 

important questions of literary theory. There are two approaches. If we turn to Romantics, and 

Romantics being romantic, they had more idealistic notions about everything. And in their 

theorizing about literature, imagination and inspiration, they often say that this inspiration comes to 

you suddenly like receiving a kind of prophecy. And then it is so intense that you can no longer 

contain these feelings and ideas in the physical limits of your body, and you pour them out of your 

body onto paper.  They also believe that the poet is someone slightly superior to ordinary people 

around them because he has this capacity to receive this inspiration. But it happens in a moment, 

instantaneously, without conscious effort, and this is one theory. There are of course other theories 

that would say just the opposite. Things require more effort, revision, work and all that. This is 

actually a debate and a hot debate, I would say. Also, even though Romantics themselves say that 

inspiration is instantaneous, when you look at the back of some literary anthologies there is a 

section called “Work in Progress”, where the editors provide the revisions made by authors to their 

work before it reaches its final form.. In that section, you can also find the works of Romantics. So on 

the one hand they claim that literary creation is instantaneous, on the other hand you also see that 

they worked quite a lot on their own work. They want to think about this in a more romantic fashion 

perhaps based on their ideas, but is it really that? Would anything become perfect without any effort 

or revision? 

 

DŞÇ: It seems the Romantics think it is like falling into love; they fall into poetry.  

NKN: Exactly, but I agree with the Romantics in one respect. When they emphasize this spontaneity, 

the sudden inspiration that comes, they are also emphasizing the fact that not everyone, even 

though they put a lot of effort in it, can produce creative works of art in the same exact way. 

Otherwise everyone could become artists and authors. That’s, I think, what they want to emphasize, 

which makes sense because not everyone has the same capacity in this regard. That’s why I referred 



at the beginning to one aspect of the imagination as an inborn quality. Even if you get the right 

environmental influence, some minds are more prone to imaginative thinking than some others. 

This does not mean those other minds cannot do any imaginative thinking but maybe they would 

excel in other areas in life rather than the arts or literature.  

 

DŞÇ: Or they may use their imagination in another area. Someone dreamed of going to the moon, for 

example.  

 

NKN: Exactly, scientists are also very imaginative people I should say. Imagination is not just about 

literature or the arts. It’s everywhere. If people have the capacity, whatever they do and no matter 

how distant it is to literature or art, they would make a difference in what they do. Imagination 

would eventually be translated into a sort of creativity in their own work.  

 

DŞÇ: As the last question, here we have four 

quotations on imagination. Which one do 
you think has more to say? 

NKN: The first three are very much related 

with each other and I fully agree with them. 

Knowledge, formal education, logic, 

reasoning… these are very important things 

and they are often seen as opposites of the 

imagination, but I personally believe that 

this is an erroneous idea, thinking that these 

are binary oppositions, because reasoning and logic leading to creativity eventually in whatever you 

do, cannot ever happen or exist without the imaginative faculty. When I’m saying this as a personal 

idea, I’m actually repeating the Romantics’ idea, with whom I tend to agree here. When they 

emphasize feelings and imagination over reasoning and logic, they also keep mentioning that these 

are not actually opposites, and a person who imagines a lot is also a person who does a lot of 

thinking at the same time. When we say thinking, what comes to mind is logic, reasoning and 

rationality. But imagination also happens through thinking; actually it is very wrong to think of 

these as opposites. On the contrary they complement each other and make up the whole mind. If we 

come to the last quotation, I think the meaning of reality is here taken as mundane reality, which 

would be dull reality without any imagination: looking at the external world and seeing things as 

they are without adding any imaginative touch to them. I don’t think Lewis Carroll is against the 

idea of reality but he is against the idea of reality where everything is perceived in a very passive, 

dull, and mundane way that allows no room for creativity.  So yes, imagination is in that sense a kind 

of fight against mundane reality, and it is so good that this kind of fight exists.  

 

DSÇ: Thank you very much.  

NKN: You’re very welcome. Thank you. 

 

 

Collecting facts is important. Knowledge is important. 
But if you don't have an imagination to use the 
knowledge, civilization is nowhere. Ray Bradbury 
 
Logic will get you from A to Z; imagination will get you 
everywhere. Albert Einstein 
 
Stories of imagination tend to upset those without 
one.  Terry Pratchett 
 
Imagination is the only weapon in the war against 
reality. Lewis Carroll (Alice in Wonderland) 
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