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“The Relationship of Structure and Theme in the Novel, Forty Thorns” 

My novel, Forty Thorns, began the summer before the remarkable woman, my Turkish mother-in-law, Adalet, urged me to come from Virginia to Istanbul. “I’m going to die soon,” she said. “I want to tell you all of my life. I’m not important but my story is.”

 I did go to her in Istanbul and recorded all she had to say using tapes, video, and hand notes. My talented Turkish nephew translated every word. A year later, she passed away in her sleep at the age of 92.

After seven years of research into the history of the Turks and other nationalities living in the land, and also an investigation of the land, the tribes, legacies, and customs. I began writing to find out how and why my protagonist had survived so much struggle and loss with her remarkable peace of mind and hope for the future. 

“What does it mean to be alive in the world at any given time?” Surely, we are more than bones, blood, and teeth. Definitely, we have needs and passions and imagination and intelligence. Life is full of daily struggles, pain, joy, loss, and treachery. But, is it enough to just get through each day?  Is it enough to merely survive total loss, love’s betrayals, and death of even our children, our position, or our society? 

I wrote for three years before I completed the first draft. By that time, I had concluded that Adalet’s success at living wasn’t just one capability or character trait. She combined wit, intelligence, humor, imagination, faith, creativity, and fortitude with the ability to maintain more courage than fear. Plus, she possessed a great love for travel, adventure, and interest in mankind at large—all of which would serve her well. She experienced her dark days, regrets, anger, and sorrows. She even fell into the pits of despair. However, what makes us love and admire her is that she made the most of any situation, not as a saint but as a very human being—all the while living in the time of dramatic changes exploding all around her—the ten solid years of wars, and her following of a wayward husband while raising seven children. In fact, I discovered that Adalet’s very life rather paralleled in many ways the turmoil and downright devastation of the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the revolution, and the building of the new republic. 

Mustafa Kemal Pasha (Ataturk) ’s influence on Adalet proved to be enormous. The leader, teacher, businessman, and society designer Ataturk constantly spoke of justice and equality. He said that the future would be realized through hard work and steadfast use of the imagination. The Turkish Republic grew from the ashes of total ruin into an ordered government built to enhance, educate, and enlighten the masses. In fact, the Turkish Republic can be view as a flat-out miracle—one that is seen throughout the world as an example. In the early half of the last century, Adalet was a common but uncommon woman like thousands of others. She found herself committed to Kamal Pasha’s inspiration and the down-to-earth details of how to rebuild a society and erect a nation that would last for today’s young people. 

In the novel form, themes are the driving forces within character development, action, and plot. The novel’s plot or structure is the framework into which themes are laid. The plot relates directly to how the writer wants the reader to understand the narrative. The overall story develops as a unit of episodes—each fitting like a puzzle into the whole. 

 Adalet’s story contains many timeless or universal themes. She embodies the uncommon heroine. Let’s look at some of them:

-Forty Thorns is Adalet’s struggles and flights in order to survive, as well as her demand for equality, and her search to find a “home’ in her world and peace within herself. She becomes one who is the backbone of the Turkish Republic

- the daughter-in-law, Lee, is based upon my own experience. Lee’s effort to learn from where Adalet’s strength came in order to write the story of Adalet’s life with full clarity and meaning 

 -the prominent and fateful love story between the man, Burhan, and the woman, Adalet, and their long and often difficult marriage as opposites

-the ten years of wars in a time of dramatic change in Thrace and Anatolia that ultimately results in the founding and building of the Turkish Republic

-the personal and national effect of M. K. Ataturk on the people and nation

-The bond of love, respect, and understanding between Adalet and Lee regardless of age, culture and language in spite of being in-laws

-Adalet’s unending desire to find approval and support from her parents

 -Adalet’s wide travels all over Anatolia and to America

  -Adalet’s half-orphaned husband Burhan’s inability for real intimacy, and his turning from idealism to destructive habits 

   -The impact of wars upon nation, family, society, and individuals

    -The parallel of Burhan and Adalet’s marriage to the emergence of the new nation

     -Adalet’s eldest son, Nuri’s, quest as the child of the idealism and progression of the new republic

There are still many more themes throughout Forty Thorns. There is the importance for the revolution and new nation of historical characters like Halide Edib and Dr. Fuat Umay. There is the impact of the Balkans Wars, empowerment of women. There is the tragedy of the wounded hero.  

In organizing how I would present this novel, I wanted structure, characters, and themes wedded. Every large or small detail and action should serve to move the story forward. Based on oral memoir, memory, history, and fiction the format is assimilated on an epic scale. The time frame structure of Lee’s story covers a two-week chronological time period, with flashbacks. Adalet’s story spans a period of 92 years, presented in some part in Lee’s story. Adalet’s chapters accumulate up to seventy-five to eighty percent of the novel’s pages, and Lee’s, the rest of the book. Unlike Lee’s story, Adalet’s narrative does not necessarily appear in time sequence. Within both plots, there are many flashbacks. However, the frameworks of the two narratives lend support and clarity to the insights and discoveries of both women. They are intertwined historically, factually, spiritually, and mystically. Combined, theirs is a story of two women who are able to bond in love and respect regardless of age, culture, and religious influence. Lee is a present generation woman on a quest to learn the source of the elder’s strength. Adalet’s narrative opens up when Lee searches and imagines the details of Adalet’s life.  

The first chapter focuses on the theme of Separation. Adalet is separated from her life, Lee is separated by the confusion of language and ritual, the women are separated from the men by religious custom. Lee is troubled that she has promised to write Adalet’s life. She doubts that she is qualified to do it. In this opening chapter, we see the two women’s loving bond of many years. We meet with Adalet’s progressive, independent, opinionated, humorous, and creative nature. Nuri, Lee’s Turkish-American husband moves like a shadow in and out of the panorama of the hour. Burhan’s name is mentioned as one of, but not the greatest loss Adalet experienced. This first chapter immediately launches the two most important major themes of love and loss; and introduces ideas about other major themes. It also sets up the contract with the reader that this story will be told through Lee’s handling of Adalet’s oral memory, Lee’s memory, and Lee’s research. Here’s an excerpt from this chapter, page 19: 

Staring over to the coffin, I tell myself that it’s a blessing to die at age 92 when your body’s completely worn out. And then, I recall with a jarring reality check that my slender husband standing across the court has lost his dear mother. Glancing at him, I feel a wavering in my stomach. I have her oral memoir in my office back home. But, how can that ever come close to being the same as her live voice? Adalet and I managed to connect in spite of our broken languages—and on a level that the people in this yard could find confusing. A mixture of broken Turkish and English along with lots of gestures. That was our way. The others around might think that I’m making too much of my grief, like the professional mourners do. Mothers-in-law are not exactly treasured subjects by their daughters-in-law, here. Through the years with our coming and going and Adalet’s visiting us in Virginia, I’ve told myself that I’ve absorbed Nuri’s culture. But, what do I know, really? For instance, I’m at a loss to know how to deal with this Muslim funeral. 
Lee’s chapters intervene with Adalet’s chapters at structural points where information from the present is needed in order to draw into the present the significance of Adalet’s life and times. Lee’s voice is in present tense first person because she represents the present searching for meaning from the past.  
Obviously, history must become a major theme, for Adalet’s story in full could not be told otherwise. For Lee, Ataturk’s ideals and accomplishments clarify part of her question: from where did Adalet find strength to survive with peace within even though she suffered deep personal losses that included home, way of life, and two of her children.  

Chapter Two is Adalet’s older sister, Nefise’s, wedding when Adalet is 12. The Balkan War is over. People are trying to get on with rebuilding their lives; but the First World War is at the door. Rather than have the drama of the Balkan War in the second chapter, when Adalet was ten, the saga of the Balkan War returns in parts again and again throughout the novel until the reader comprehends its devastation in total with the impact it had on Adalet and her nation’s life. 

In the Chapter Two wedding story, Adalet uses her wit to come to conclusions and her curiosity to investigate this interesting man whom they call, “Handsome Burhan.” The scenes are thickly laced with local customs and myth. The bride is insulted and all is lost but Adalet’s larger than life mother saves the day with a vision. Adalet is the chosen pure virgin who saves the day by removing forty hidden thorns from the bride’s wedding cape. She then rides to Devil’s Creek and hurls it into the hungry jaws of the water and all is saved. This is Adalet’s coming of age story. In chapter one and two, most of the characteristics that will see Adalet through all of the turmoil she is going to face in the coming years are displayed. In Chapter Two, everyone is saying, “She is the one.” She is the one who will save the day. She saves family honor, society’s marriage custom, and her only sister’s chance for a secure future. She is doing her mother’s bidding with unfaltering courage within the web of Thracian myth and vision. She dispels the forty evil thorns and comes into her young womanhood. 

Adalet is given the task to remove the hidden evil thorns from the wedding cape. As she attends to the task, we surmise that she knows that there are no actual thorns. However, she proceeds with the mime and enters the dramatic play of her society’s insults and healing, as we see in this following paragraph beginning on page 40:
Adalet sat on the hard green divan in the quiet of the room with the cape spread over her lap. The green silk bag lay on top of it. The hem of the cape spilled onto the floor. It felt heavy. Mother Zehra had emphasized that she was to do this job carefully; but it must be accomplished quickly, for the evil had affected the gown far too long already. Adalet hoped it was not too late. She ran her hands over the satin. It did not feel evil, just bumpy with sequins. Her eyes closed as she concentrated on how hidden evil might present itself. As she breathed a prayer, a sequin sliced her finger. 


The thin pain spread to her face in a sudden jolt. She sat forward, flinging the hand bitten by the evil thing away from the cape lest her blood be absorbed! She held up her finger. It throbbed like a sweat bee sting, but there was no blood. She sucked it and wiped it on her petticoat, then picked up the cologne bottle resting on the copper tray on the low tripod in front of the divan. She poured the lemon water onto her palm and worked her hands together. She said another prayer to bless them as they dried, hoping they hadn’t soaked up taint. There was no time to brood on whether she had sliced some of the bride’s curse into her own hand. There remained a task in her lap. No time to waste worrying about what may or may not have happened. 


With her eyes squeezed tight, she pinched and pulled and dropped invisible evil into the bag, each thorn coming with a wide sliver of breath. Forty times she did it.

The motif of the Balkan War is mentioned in chapter three. Several other secondary characters come into play. At the closure there is a long reflection after Lee’s reading about Ataturk. Lee’s thoughts set up the events leading up to the Resistance Movement into which Burhan and Adalet are launched in chapter four, married but separated from their families and homes and surrounded by danger. Like many of the remaining chapters, Adalet contemplates her present and draws conclusions by analyzing the events that led her to this point. She goes out in her mind in a flashback and comes back like a quest with some wisdom in hand. As Adalet or Lee make discoveries and find answers to questions, the structure of the novel allows for the Reader to also make those discoveries. 

How important is one life? Society becomes a nation as one life unfolds into many. And, we ask again, “Is it enough merely to survive?” Simply to outlive disaster falls short of centeredness, peace, and freedom of spirit, and awards little to posterity. Truly, an unexamined life cripples the spirit. The structure onto which Forty Thorns is laid enables the reader detailed examination.
I close with an excerpt from the last Chapter, pg. 326, where Adalet is reflecting on her seven-year-old daughter’s sudden death in her arms and her own recovery from the pit of despair into which this loss hurled her. The passage, is one of mystically-inclined Adalet’s visions:

...she began to see a vision of her inner self in that awful time of Oznur’s death—as if she were lying in the bottom of a vessel, a cave or a cup—as if she were but dregs of coffee, which had been consumed. Coarse and dry and dark. In that cup, what was left of her were still signs for the future, and she read into it, and saw wings and mountains and writings and roads and much more, her self, like a large house. On her chimney was a stork on a nest as extravagant as a wagon overloaded with hay, her house, sitting out in some rolling valley where the changing leaves blew across her yard, and the wind rustled against her shutters, which she had closed. 

And after a while, she heaved open those shutters. Light speared through and breezes dusted her many rooms. She became again all the places she’d lived and traveled and survived. 

Her voice came whispering, telling her now she must make her own hope; and Azime chimed in—make the nest—to Oznur’s rhythm tap tapping across her abdomen in a swish and a slide. And laughter rang through the corridors of her legs—which were swaying like a river, a river within a river of people on the move, fleeing invaders, or gathering for a celebration or boarding a transport. She was pressing toward safety. Her hands were alive with the need to reach, and do, and make something of little. Her Kemal Pasha’s breath thundered into her lungs and bid her turn and face the grief that threw her into the pit, telling, Take up the song of yourself and dance, find the creative, continue your journey, light the hearth for as long as you may.
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