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Sinibaldo de rosa (exeter and istanbul)

Theatre Adaptation, Ritual Movements and 
Alevi Frontiers1

in his Pictorial History of Turkish Dancing published in 1976, Metin and, the 
distinguished scholar of turkish performing arts, popular game and magic, 
introduced the reader to the semahs by presenting them as religious social 
dances taking place within the rituals of the alevis and Bektashis. comment-
ing on how these were shrouded in an aura of secrecy or semi-secrecy, and 
wrote:

These are jealously guarded dances, which are performed at secret indoor 
meetings, impenetrable by the uninitiated. This is not due to any need or 
desire for secrecy but simply because they are people despised by orthodox 
Moslems in the neighbourhood and they find it unsafe to have their meet-
ings in the open.2

1 The research reflected in this essay is part of a Phd project funded by the aHrc SWW dtP 
and co-supervised by the drama department at the University of exeter and the School of Music 
at cardiff University. an earlier version of this text was presented in July 2017 as part of the 
panel ‘Balkan fantasias: Subverting frontiers through Music’ during the ictM World conference 
in limerick, ireland. My fellow co-panelists from cardiff University, especially nicki Maher, pro-
vided invaluable comments on that earlier version, and later helped me improve the english of 
this essay. over 2017–2018 i received a Phd grant from the orient institut istanbul, where i re-
vised that previous text towards this publication. i wish to thank all those working at the oii for 
their support throughout the writing and especially robert langer for putting me in contact with 
the editors of this collection. i am very grateful to the participants in the 2nd doktorandenwork-
shop on alevi Studies, hosted in June 2018 by the alevi Bildungswerk ‘Şah İbrahim veli’ e. v. in 
ravensburg and coordinated by robert langer and Markus dressler, for providing important re-
marks and constructive criticisms to an earlier draft of the essay. finally, special thanks are given 
to Janina Karolewski for her generous bibliographical advices and suggestions.
2 Metin and, A Pictorial History of Turkish Dancing: From Folk Dancing to Whirling Dervishes – 
Belly Dancing to Ballet (ankara: dost Yayınları, 1976), 44.
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The book was the first to provide accurate descriptions in english of the 
semah movements, contributing to soften the secrecy that surrounded these 
dances. More than being discussed as part of folklore studies in theatre and 
music,3 during the 1970s the semahs began to be removed from their ritual 
setting and performed as traditional dances in more secular contexts, such as 
in the frame of university folklore groups.4 formerly however, the alevis5 
had often disguised their own identity and ritual practices, and the semahs 
had not always been understood as ‘dances’. These developments were cer-
tainly part of migration and urbanization processes which were transforming 
social life in anatolia as well as the organization of alevi communities and 
ceremonies.

This essay discusses an experimental theatre production which, starting 
in 1982, aimed at fostering the presence of the alevis in the public sphere. 
With the title Kardeşlik Töreni  – Samah (lit. ‘The ritual of Brotherhood  – 
Samah’, hereafter KtS), the piece offers a dramatized reconstruction of the 
emblematic ritual of the alevis, the cem. Produced by the ankara deneme 
Sahnesi (lit. ‘ankara experimental Stage’)6, an ankara-based theatre com-
pany mostly formed by amateur actors, KtS was performed by both alevis 
and non-alevis alike. it was directed by the late Professor nurhan Karadağ 
(1943–2015), an influential scholar of turkish folk theatre traditions7, him-

3 cf. and, A Pictorial History of Turkish Dancing; cemil demirsipahi, Türk Halk Oyunları [‘tur-
kish folk dances’] (ankara: iş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 1975).
4 cf. arzu Öztürkmen, “Staging a dance out of his context: The role of an individual artist in 
transforming the alevi Semah,” Asian Folklore Studies 2, no. 62 (2005): 247–60.
5 Alevi is often used as an umbrella term to refer to “a heterogeneous group of turkish, Kur-
manji, Zaza, arabic, and albanian speaking non-Sunni Muslims, believed to comprise 15 to 
25 per cent of turkey’s population,” see aykan erdemir, “tradition and Modernity: alevis’ am-
biguous terms and turkey’s ambiguous Subjects,” Middle Eastern Studies 6, no. 41 (2005): 938. 
Markus dressler (2013) historicized the emergence of the category within new discourses of reli-
gious and ethnic difference during the nation-building politics of the last years of the ottoman 
empire and the first years of the turkish republic, when the term started to demark “heterodox” 
but Muslim forms of religiosity, most often seen as intrinsically turkish; cf. Markus dressler, 
Writing Religion. The Making of Turkish Alevi Islam (new York: oxford University Press, 2013).
6 visit www.ads.org.tr (accessed on 24 april 2019) for more information about the company 
and a list of its productions since 1957. The website offers also a poster and few pictures of KtS 
as staged in 1998, 2011 and 2014.
7 Karadağ’s major publication (1998) is a detailed study on the place of theatre in the frame-
work of the republican institution of the halk evleri (lit. ‘people’s houses’) between 1932 and 1951. 
for a biography of Karadağ’s artistic and academic career see Yusuf Sağlam, Anadolu Tiyatrosunun 
köylüsü: Nurhan Karadağ [‘The villager of anatolian Theatre: nurhan Karadağ’] (ankara: Ürün 
Yayınları, 2016).
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self not born to an alevi family. The cast continued to occasionally stage KtS 
even after the sudden death of the director in october 2015, as for instance 
at the end of May 2018 at Yeni Sahne (‘new Stage’) in ankara.

This essay conveys how the resilience and longevity of the piece rely on a 
delicate compromise between the secretive character of the rituals and the 
public nature of the theatre. in another text, i contended that KtS worked as 
a dynamic bodily archive for the semahs. i discussed how it nurtured the 
emergence of what i called the ‘dual salutation’, in the context of semah pub-
lic stagings.8 This is more of a bow than would be likely in the semahs as 
performed within the rituals: the salutation is here no longer directed only 
towards the actors performing the role of the dede (the leader in the commu-
nity) and the zakir (the musician), but also towards the audience. Unpacking 
further the process through which a dynamic bodily archiving of alevi ritual 
elements was accomplished on the stage, i will here proceed by familiarizing 
the reader with a very brief mapping of the history of the alevi and Bektashis 
and of the movement components within their rituals. i will thus scrutinize 
two kinetic motifs (i. e. as theorized in ethnochoreology by Giurchescu and 
Kröschlová or Kaeppler in 2007)9 which are enacted as part of the entrance 
to such rituals, and i will track down how these motifs were re-adapted in 
two phases. first, through the transcription of some semah movements as 
part of an ethnographic investigation conducted in the early 80s by Belgin 
aygün (now aygün Çiftçioğlu) (1982), who was a student at the time in the 
Theatre department of ankara University; and then, i will look at how these 
motifs were transposed to the stage in KtS, conducting my analysis through 
the Kinetography laban.

against a climate of sectarian violence in which the alevis were often 
targeted, KtS provided a scholarly informed theatrical platform for convey-
ing a public statement about the crucial role of aleviness10 in the national 

8 See Sinibaldo de rosa, “Samah-Kardeşlik Töreni: a dynamic Bodily archive for the alevi 
Semah,” Congress on Research in Dance Conference Proceedings (fall 2014): 70–74.
9 cf. anca Giurchescu and eva Kröschlová, “Theory and Method of dance form analysis,” in 
Dance Structures: Perspectives on the Analysis of Human Movement, eds. adrienne Kaeppler and 
elsie dunin (Budapest: akadémiai Kiadó, 2007), 21–52; adrienne Kaeppler, “Method and Theory 
in analyzing dance Structures with an analysis of tongan dance,” in ibid., 53–102.
10 in this essay, i adopt Élise Massicard’s distinction between aleviness as the ‘sociological phe-
nomenon and the fact of belonging to an alevi group by birth’ and alevism as ‘the mobilization in 
the name of aleviness, which rationalises it and sets it up as a cause.’ See Élise Massicard, The 
Alevis in Turkey and Europe: Identity and managing territorial diversity (london and new York: 
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discourse. The complex dramaturgy did not only emphasize the centrality of 
music and dance in the rituals, but it also showed their folk juridical function 
and social bonding mechanisms, providing an image of alevi ceremonies as a 
precious depository of anatolian humanist philosophies. The staging cer-
tainly contributed to a process of re-contextualization of aleviness not only 
beyond the religious sphere, but also beyond its folkloric appearance, paving 
the way for the paradoxical ‘visibility’ of the semahs and their heritage man-
agement over the following decades.11 Whereas the scholarly value of KtS is 
comparable to that of textual academic interpretations of alevi rituals exist-
ing since the late 1970s, its dramatic format enabled the project to attain 
socio-political consequences that had not been achieved by more conven-
tional textual-based means of knowledge dissemination.

By looking at the adaptation of a few kinetic motifs from the ritual to the 
stage, i wish to grasp how body movements within such rituals mark the 
definition and reconciliation of a symbolic and physical border. inspired by 
Étienne Balibar’s thoughts on the polysemic, heterogenic and ubiquitous 
nature of borders in a post-nationalist moment,12 i approach the concept not 
so much in geographical terms, but more as a key to enlighten the processes 

routledge, 2013), 5–6. However, even when discussing aleviness, i wish to privilege a language 
of process (ethnicization, de-ethnicization), rather than one of fixity (i. e. as in ruth Mandel, Cos-
mopolitan Anxieties: Turkish Challenges to Citizenship and Belonging in Germany [durham: duke 
University Press, 2008], 21). for this, i suggest Alevi should refer to all those who understand 
themselves as such, including those alevis who do not consider themselves Muslims, as well as 
those whose aleviness was acquired through embodied engagement with alevi expressive cul-
tures rather than through familiar descent or initiation. accordingly, i understand the artistic 
projects of ‘alevi-making’ for the stage, such as KtS, as ‘alevitizing’ and ‘de-alevitizing’ instances 
which compel us to reassess the category in historically-informed, processual, relational and dy-
namically embodied terms.
11 cf. Kabir tambar, “The aesthetics of Public visibility: alevi “Semah” and the Paradoxes of 
Pluralism in turkey,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 52, no. 3 (2010): 652–79; Bahar 
aykan, “How Participatory is Participatory Heritage Management? The Politics of Safeguarding 
the alevi Semah ritual as intangible cultural Heritage,” International Journal of Cultural Pro-
perty 20 (2013): 381–405.
12 Balibar invites to reflect on how borders mean different things for different classes, genders, 
and passports; cf. Étienne Balibar, “What is a Border?” in Politics and the Other Scene, ed. Étienne 
Balibar (london and new York: verso, 2002), 75–86. The current geopolitical moment certainly 
witnesses the emergence of new borders and restrictions; think for instance of the ‘Muslim bans,’ 
‘Brexit,’ the european refugee crises, the suppression of human rights and persecution of their 
advocates as well as of many academics in turkey. it is urgent to remind how, since 2016, the 
Theatre department at ankara University, where much of the research that resulted in KtS was 
accomplished, has been under the threat of complete dismissal.
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of adaptation of the semahs beyond the ritual context. accordingly, i wish to 
consider how body movements concretize such a bordering device in alevi 
aesthetics and how such movements are interrelated with the secrecy and 
marginality that characterized alevi rituals in the national discourse.

often, the rituals of the alevis have been associated with secrecy and 
marginality, features which are also reflected in the limited presence of this 
group in official historiography. as Élise Massicard argued, the history of the 
alevis typically oscillates between “occultation and celebration”: on the one 
hand, nationalist ideologies restrained attention to state institutions, and on 
the other, since the 1980s, the alevis themselves started to write their own 
historical narratives out of identity affirmation processes.13 drawing on the 
many traces inscribed in their sonic and kinetic cultures, glimpses of alevi 
history have been reconstructed by ethno-musicologists and ethnochore-
ologists.

fahriye dinçer’s Phd thesis (2004)14 systematically analysed narratives 
associated with the alevi semahs since the establishment of the republic of 
turkey in 1923. Through surveying these accounts found both in oral as well 
as in textual records, dinçer unpacked processes of construction and recon-
struction of aleviness across the religious, cultural and ethnic spectrum 
within the turkish national discourse. dinçer’s meticulous scrutiny is 
extremely valuable with regard to the kinetic forms of the semahs. during 
fieldwork research15 dinçer observed how the semahs were now standard-
ized around what she perceived to be a set of “rules”, such as the necessity 
that men and women turn together yet without sharing physical contact, and 
the reluctance to perform semahs in solo or improvised forms. dinçer’s anal-
ysis of such changes in the movements is in fact an important step towards 
the appreciation of the semahs beyond their misrecognition and idealization.

recent trends in alevi historiography provide, on the other hand, fresh 
textual material that may be examined to reassess the historicity of bodily 
forms within alevi rituals not only before the republican period, but also 
within the not yet sufficiently studied alevi literary canon. in recent years, 

13 cf. Massicard, The Alevis in Turkey and Europe, 11.
14 fahriye dinçer, “formulation of Semahs in relation to the Question of alevi identity in tur-
key,” Phd diss., Bosphorus University, 2004.
15 dinçer conducted fieldwork over six years at the turn of the 2000s among turkish and Kur-
dish alevis who had resettled to istanbul from the district of Şiran in north-eastern turkey.
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the work of scholars such as ayfer Karakaya-Stump (2008), rıza Yıldırım 
(2011), Janina Karolewski (2015) and Zeynep oktay Uslu (2017) among 
others, reconsidered the relevance and use of written sources within alevi 
cultures and challenged the rather widespread assumption according to 
which aleviness intrinsically relies on oral, rather than on textual, methods 
of cultural transmission.16 This essay shares the same concern of these stud-
ies, but it invites the reader to pay further attention to the performative 
quality in this cultural transmission process.

Beyond the textual and the oral, in my approach i attempt to emphasise 
the necessity for looking at the (re)production of aleviness in terms of per-
formance and embodiment, and i reflect on the relationship of bodily move-
ments to texts as crucial locales for both social memory formation and his-
torical reconstruction. for instance, i suggest that the burgeoning field of 
alevi ritual studies may further develop through an encounter with theories 
and methodologies that emphasize the role of dynamic embodiment17 as 
well as performance ethnography18 in social theory. an exhaustive explora-
tion and analysis of the semah ‘dances’ and more generally of bodily practices 
within alevi-Bektashi rituals is yet to be accomplished.19 This discussion does 
not attempt to address this issue however, and is limited to some observa-
tions of bodily postures and gestures within these rituals and their adapta-
tion in a contemporary theatrical framework. Understanding bodily practices 
as the crucial locale through which social memory is conveyed and sustained,20 

16 ayfer Karakaya-Stump, “Subjects of the Sultan, disciples of the Shah: formation and tras-
formation of the Kizilbash / alevi communities in ottoman anatolia,” Phd diss., Harvard Uni-
versity, 2008; rıza Yıldırım, “inventing a Sufi tradition: The Use of the futuwwa ritual Gathering 
as a Model for the Qizilbash djem,” in Sufism and Society: Arrangements of the Mystical in the Mus-
lim World, 1200–1800, eds. John J. curry and erik S. ohlander (new York: routledge, 2012), 
164–82; Janina Karolewski, “ritual text and Music in turkish alevism: dimensions of transmis-
sion and Bearers of Knowledge,” in Musical Text as Ritual Object, ed. Hendrik Schulze (turnhout: 
Brepols, 2015), 91–110; Zeynep oktay Uslu, “l’Homme Parfait dans le Bektachisme et l’alévisme: 
le Kitāb-i Maġlaṭa de Ḳayġusuz abdāl,”  Phd diss., École Pratique des Hautes Études, 2017.
17 cf. Brenda farnell, Dynamic Embodiment for Social Theory. “I move therefore I am” (london and 
new York: routledge, 2012).
18 cf. norman denzin, Performance Ethnography. Critical Pedagogy and the Politics of Culture 
(Thousand oaks: Sage), 2003; dwight conquergood, “Beyond the text: toward a Performative 
cultural Politics,” in Cultural Struggles: Performance, Ethnography, Praxis, ed. Patrick e. Johnson 
(ann arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2013), 47–64.
19 ersal (2011) offers a presentation of terms within alevi ritual practices that is supported by 
photographic display of bodily and group organizations.
20  cf. Paul connerton, How Society Remember (cambridge: cambridge University Press, 1989).
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i suggest that a hermeneutic of these body movements throughout ritual, 
textual and dramatic trajectories may assist in better comprehending the for-
mation and reproduction of aleviness in current national and international 
landscapes.

Mapping the Alevi-Bektashis and their ritual movements

in her ethnography on turkish migration to Germany, ruth Mandel remarked 
how the ‘alevis are painfully aware of their critical role within the cartography 
of power […].’21 Mandel recounted an alevi socialist group that in the 1980s 
promoted the establishment of an independent “alevistan”, a state of the ale-
vis, whose borders would be marked out within the south-eastern part of tur-
key. even though such a project appealed to a limited amount of people and 
was never realized, the turkish state often manipulated this discourse and 
presented it as a national security threat. in fact, the alevis, like the Kurds, 
never lived in a land of their own. The lack of an alevi homeland also meant 
the alevis were largely excluded from historiography. although not in official 
record, it is possible to find textual information about several distinct groups, 
such as the Kizilbash, the Bektashis and the abdals of rum among others, 
that contributed to shape common trans-regional alevi practices stretching 
between the Balkans to South-eastern anatolia, as well as contemporary alevi 
belongings within and beyond the geographical borders of turkey.

according to ayfer Karakaya-Stump, the Kizilbash constituted “a union 
of various concurring mystical formations and antinomian dervish groups 
which through the course of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries 
coalesced under the Safavid banner.”22 The term Kızılbaş (lit. ‘red head’) origi-
nally indicated the red turbans worn during the battles fought against the 
ottomans by the followers of Shah ismail, the founder of the Shi’ite Safavid 
dynasty. Shah ismail ruled during the first half of the sixteenth century and 
his empire was located in present day iran and azerbaijan. The term is still 
used nowadays in turkey to refer in a derogatory sense to the alevis, with 
connotations of threat, disloyalty and immorality.

21  cf. Mandel, Cosmopolitan Anxieties, 272–74.
22  Karakaya-Stump, “Subjects of the Sultan, disciples of the Shah,” 210.
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as for the Bektashis, their name derives from their reverence (which con-
tinues today) for the popular saint Hacı Bektaş veli, a spiritual leader arriving 
from central asia to anatolia during the thirteenth century. Whereas the 
Kizilbash were mostly nomads or semi-nomads located in the rural and east-
ern areas of the empire, the Bektashis were settled more in urban and West-
ern areas, especially in the Balkans. Their sedentary lifestyle is reflected in 
their organization around worship houses called tekke-s. Most importantly, 
unlike the Kizilbash, the Bektashi constitute a tarikat – a Sufi religious order 
to which one becomes affiliated after initiation. compared with the Kizil-
bash, the Bektashis were more involved with the establishment of the otto-
man empire as proved by their close ties with the Janissary corps.

The ottoman government may have encouraged the allegiance between 
the Kizilbash and the Bektashis, as it often ‘used colonising dervishes, often 
heterodox and sometimes Bektashis, to invade and then islamicize the lands 
they conquered.’23 despite officially sanctioning it, ottoman policies started 
in fact to practically promote the Bektashi order as the only legitimate repre-
sentative of the legacy of Hacı Bektaş veli.24 in strategizing such a form of 
co-optation, the ottomans were possibly aiming at undermining the growing 
influence of the Safavids among communities affiliated with the saint’s cult 
(ibid.).

The co-optation of several antinomian groups into the Bektashi order 
resulted in a blend incorporating elements of pre-existing anatolian, chris-
tian and central asian worship, with beliefs and practices of Shi’a islam and 
other forms of islamic mysticism. as rivals within islam, these antinomian 
groups were neither members of the dominant group nor protected by the 
relative autonomy that other religious communities enjoyed through the mil-
let system. The mixture explains in part how over the nineteenth century, in 
an ottoman and post-ottoman realm, an ‘alevi’ trans-regional identity came 
to be used as an umbrella category to denote whatever Muslim group could 
not be incorporated into Sunnism.

it would be problematic to establish a genealogy of movement structures 
found within contemporary alevi rituals from those found within the rituals 
of these historical groups. However, references to the semah and mentioning 

23  Massicard, The Alevis in Turkey and Europe, 14.
24 cf. Karakaya-Stump, “Subjects of the Sultan, disciples of the Shah,” 209.
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of bodily postures are present in the written record referring to the ritual 
practices of these historical groups. Such a tentative ‘kinetic genealogy’ 
includes information contained within several sources. to start, the scarcely 
studied alevi liturgical texts25 not only offer information about mythical nar-
ratives related to the semah26, but they also detail bodily postures to be 
enacted during the rituals27. information about the body and its movements 
is also contained in the hagiographies of Hacı Bektaş veli28 and other histori-
cal figures worshipped by alevi groups today; in the literary compositions 
produced by some of these figures29; and in historical accounts of outsider 
observers.

a glimpse at the rituals of the abdals of rum is illustrative of the infor-
mation about body movements produced by outsider observers in the otto-
man empire during the early mid-sixteenth century. comparing manuscripts 
by Konstantin Michailovic (1455–1463), Giovan antonio Menavino (1548), 
nicolas de nicolay daulphinoys (1576), as well as to vahidi (1522) and other 
ottoman sources, ahmet Karamustafa reported the presence of expressive 
forms of worshipping including music and movement sessions (here written 
sama’) among these groups.30 for instance, Menavino documented the exist-

25 These are several editions of the so called Buyruk texts, whose systematic study is yet to be 
accomplished. rıza Yıldırım (2011) highlighted their strong resemblance to the Fütüvvet-names, 
and claimed that the ritual prescriptions included therein may have been borrowed over the late 
fifteen and early sixteenth century from the rituals of the now extinguished ahi order.
26 dinçer offers a discussion of the myth of the Kırklar Meclisi as presented in the version pub-
lished by Sefer aytekin in latin alphabet in 1958 and by fuat Bozkurt in 1982, both based on a 
Buyruk manuscript from the Yan Yatır ocağı from narlıdere (province of İzmir). See dinçer, “alevi 
ritual Movement: its representation in fifteenth- and Sixteenth-century texts and today,” in 
Medieval and Early Modern Performance in the Eastern Mediterranean, eds. arzu Öztürkmen and 
evelyn Birge vitz (turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 480–91.
27 Karowleski offers a description in english of a cem ritual as presented in a book by the dede 
Hüseyin dedekargınoğlu, member of the dede Garkın ocağı (alternatively called dede Karkın 
ocağı). See Karolewski, “ritual text and Music in turkish alevism,” 96–97.
28 for a discussion of the myths of the Hırka Dağı contained in the publication of the Vilayet-
name-i Hacı Bektaş Veli, first appeared at the end of the fifteenth century and edited in latin al-
phabet by abdulbaki Gölpınarlı in 1958, see also dinçer, “alevi ritual Movement,” 487–89.
29 for instance, Zeynep oktay Uslu’s Phd thesis “l’Homme Parfait dans le Bektachisme et 
l’alévisme: le Kitāb-i Maġlaṭa de Ḳayġusuz abdāl” (École Pratique des Hautes Études, 2017) as-
sesses several manuscripts produced in turkish vernacular by Kaygusuz abdal and his successors 
in the thirteenth and fourteenth century, and offers a translation and critical edition of one of 
Kaygusuz abdal’s literary works.
30 ahmet Karamustafa, God’s Unruly Friends: Dervish Groups in the Islamic Later Middle Period, 
1200–1550 (Salt lake city: oneworld, 1994), 156–72.
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ence of round dances performed by men and women together while holding 
each other’s hands in a circle around a great fire and singing praises to the 
order.31 a comparison of Menavino’s account of the rituals of the abdals, 
with the ‘rules’ that dinçer observed at the turn of the 2000s, shows that ele-
ments of continuity between the semahs of the sixteenth centuries and the 
ones of the contemporary alevis may be limited to the fact that both of their 
practices involve some sort of circular path and gender mingling. divergences 
start with the different codes of physical contact that they display, and with 
inconsistencies as to whether a central fire around which they are executed is 
present.32

Threshold in Alevi-Bektashi rituals

The importance of bodily actions in the crossing of a threshold when enter-
ing the space of an alevi-Bektaşi ritual has been discussed by more than one 
outside observer. i will survey a couple of these textual references in english 
here, one published as early as the 1930s, and one more recently in 2012. in 
the first extensive study of Bektashism, published in english in 1937, John 
Kingsley Birge stated that for the Bektashi the threshold (eşik in turkish) is a 
symbol of entrance into mystic light and knowledge. He writes:

The chief taboo, however, arising not from a feeling of aversion but of rev-
erence, is the threshold. a Bektashi does not step on the threshold of a 
door. one explanation of this […] is that since ali is the door of the city of 
Knowledge any doorway is symbolic of ali’s spiritual significance in life.33

The passage continues by offering curious details as to how a Bektashi would 
behave in case he inattentively left his shoes on a door. to remedy the situa-

31 ibid., 161.
32 furthermore, whereas in the historical record examined in Karamustafa, God’s Unruly 
Friends, 156–72, the semahs of the abdals are often reported in association to hashish consump-
tion, self-scarification and deviant sexual practices, these elements certainly do not subsist in the 
semah public performances of the alevis discussed by dinçer.
33 John Kingsley Birge, The Bektashi Order of Dervishes (london: luzac & co., 1965), 261.
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tion, the Bektashi would turn the shoes parallel to the door before wearing 
them again. 

More recently, irene Hege Markussen considered different degrees of 
attentiveness to the entrance during the cem rituals in which she has partici-
pated mostly in istanbul since the late 1990s. during one ceremony, whose 
correct character was emphasised because of the presence of the celebrated 
alevi leader and musician dertli divani, she reports:

Thus, the entrance was closed and, as modelled on the idea of the ideal vil-
lage cems, no latecomers or anyone else were let in after the ritual had 
started. This rather small change in practice altered the atmosphere in the 
room considerably. […] several of my fellow students stated after the ritual 
that they had felt removed from the rest of the world in a way they had not 
experienced before. They described their experiences of the room as being 
sealed and as if relations with the rest of the people […] outside of the cem 
evi were temporarily cut off.34

as Markussen explains, the doorkeeper (kapıcı) oversees control of the 
entrance. His role in the village cems is not only the guardian against 
unwanted visitors, but it has also the strong symbolic function of protecting 
the esoteric knowledge communicated during the rituals. furthermore, the 
attention given to passing over the threshold symbolizes the transition from 
the zahir, as the exoteric teachings of Muhammed, to the batın, the inner sci-
ences represented by ali. one other action that marks the importance of the 
entrance is the kissing of the door frame while entering, as reported in other 
commentaries on the rituals.

34 Hege irene Markussen, “teaching History, learning Piety: an alevi foundation in contem-
porary turkey,” Phd diss., lund University, 2012, 52.
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Documenting the cem rituals

How was kinetic knowledge regarding the threshold transposed to the stage 
in KtS? to look at this adaptation process, i will first show some movement 
diagrams that were inserted in an appendix to the Ba thesis that Belgin 
aygün defended in 1982 at the Theatre department of ankara University.35 
This thesis comprises the primary source upon which KtS was conceived and 
devised. it was written under the supervision of the aforementioned Metin 
and but it also benefitted from the assistance of the folklorist nejat Birdo-
ğan36 and the anthropologist atilla erden.37 accordingly, aygün’s research 
constituted an innovative attempt to intersect folklore, social scientific and 
dramatic arts methodologies for the study of the place of the semah move-
ments within the alevi rituals.

aygün’s diagrams offer an aerial perspective on some of the movements 
of the cem rituals in which she had participated in the regions of ankara 
and antalya, as well as visual keys to decode the actions performed by the 
devotees and the objects included therein (fig. 1). The first diagram (fig. 2) 
illustrates movements performed during the entrance of the devotees into 
the cemevi (lit. ‘the gathering house’), their offering of prayers to the thresh-
old and to the dede, and their seating in a specifically gendered spatial 
organization. it is hence articulated: one side of the room is occupied by 
the dede, who is surrounded, both on his left and on his right, by a few 
other men; a wide space in front of him (usually referred to as meydan) is 
left open; male devotees occupy the right side of the room, whereas the 
women occupy the left side; the ayakçı, as a handyman, and the kurbancı, in 
charge of preparing the sacrificial animal for the communal meal at the end 
of the ceremony, sit in the back right corner of the space; people providing 
the music, denoted here as aşık and güvende, sit in a separated area among 

35 Belgin aygün, “alevi-Bektaşi törenleri içinde Semah.” [‘The Semah within the alevi-Bektashi 
rituals’], Ba thesis, ankara University, 1982.
36 Birdoğan would often take courageous positions which challenged many undisputed as-
sumptions about alevi cultures as being intrinsically ‘democratic’ (see reference in Hamit Bo-
zarslan, “alevism and the Myth of research: the need for a new research agenda,” in Turkey’s 
Alevi Enigma, eds. Joost Jongerden and Paul J. White [leiden: Brill, 2003], 11) or their embed-
ment within islam, reason why he was eventually regarded as yol düşkünü (roughly, ‘excommuni-
cated’) and forbidden to participate in the rituals.
37 erden would later become General Secretary of the alevi-Bektashi federation.
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the men; and a shoe cabinet (ayakkabılık), a table (masa) and one extra seat-
ing area are fitted in the entrance room, accommodating the pervane who 
will whirl the semah.

The arrows clearly indicate the spatial trajectory that the devotee follows 
when entering the space. The presence in the entrance room of both a symbol 
for man and one for woman indicates that members of both genders enter 
through the same door. The caption suggests that men and women alike per-
form a prayer to the threshold (eşik niyazı) in this lobby, however it does not 
offer hints to suggest how this prayer is kinetically realized. discussing the 

fig. 1: visual keys accompanying  
aygün’s movement diagrams.

fig. 2: aygün’s diagram describing movements  
performed as part of the entrance of the devotees into 
the cemevi, the prayer to the threshold and to the dede 
and the seating organization.
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services enacted during the rituals, aygün specifies that the kapıcı waits at 
the door to supervise and greet the ones who enter. to them he proffers the 
exclamations ‘hü eyvallah’38 bringing his right hand to the lips.39

after departing from the entrance room, both the man and the woman 
traverse the centre of the meydan and move straight ahead towards the dede, 
who is seated on the other side of the room. as the caption suggests, once 
they are close to him, they offer him a prayer (dedeye niyaz), and finally, 
depending on their gender, they proceed to take a seat on the right or left 
side of the room. The diagram does not offer clues to suggest which move-
ments are performed during these spatial trajectories, nor as part of the 
prayer to the threshold and to the dede. in this sense, it provides no informa-
tion about what happens inside each mover’s ‘kinesphere’40 nor about the 
timing of the movements. We may assume that the devotees are walking, but 
how? are they always walking forward? or are they possibly stepping back-
wards after offering their prayer to the dede, and thus staying frontally ori-
ented towards him, as is the case in KtS and common in the cem rituals that 
i witnessed years later during fieldwork research? furthermore, are they pos-
sibly lowering their bodies somewhere in the space? What kind of contact is 
articulated among one’s own body parts, among different bodies and with 
the space? do they touch the ground? do they look at each other? How are 
they sitting? in short, how are these prayers articulated through physical 
actions?

Staging the cem rituals

in KtS, the movements described in the diagram discussed above were 
adapted for the stage, attempting to retain their intimate quality despite the 
presentational nature of the theatre. The entrance of the actors onto the 
stage constitutes the first dramatic sequence of the piece, involving speech 
and movement. The first to enter the stage is the actor playing the role of the 

38 This is a difficult expression to translate. ‘Hü’ refers to God, ‘eyvallah’ conveys gratitude.
39 cf. aygün, “alevi-Bektaşi törenleri içinde Semah.” [The Semah inside the alevi-Bektashi ritu-
als], 31.
40 This indicates the space around the body which one can reach with the limbs and torso with-
out changing place.
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dede, who is followed by the musicians who represent the zakir and then by 
all the other actors representing the community. all of them then form a 
semicircle open towards the audience. The actor in the role of the dede sits 
facing the audience at the centre of this semicircle. Meanwhile, the actor rep-
resenting the kapıcı and a couple of a man and a woman wait on a corner of 
the stage. after performing a prayer to the threshold, these are the last ones 
to move towards the dede and to find a seat in the semicircle.

after my participation in rehearsals in 2010–11 and after analysing two 
videos recorded in 1998 and 2004 which i was given during fieldwork, i 
examined the group movements performed in this sequence with the use of 
the Kinetography laban. in fig. 3 and 4, i show some of the floor plans i 
produced for this entrance sequence. at the entrance and in front of the 
dede, the actors enact a recurring movement that consists of lowering the 
right knee to the ground while touching the soil with the fingers of the right 
hand. after this, the fingers are rised to touch the lips and finally, the right 
arm is placed on the chest (fig. 5 offers a kinetograph of this recurring 
motif).

The actors representing the kapıcı and the couple waiting on the corner of 
the stage which represents the gate to the ritual space, perform also another 

fig. 3: entrance of the actors onto the stage in KtS. floor plans by the author.
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fig. 4: entrance of the actors onto the stage in KtS. floor plans by the author.

fig. 5: Movements performed by the actors after  
entering the stage in KtS. Kinetograph by the author.
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motif called dâr.41 Movements that concretize this inward-oriented standing 
position (kinetograph in fig. 6), with the right foot’s toes over the left, and 
the right hand over the left one, both placed over the chest, highlight the 
vertical line of the body axis, as if shrinking one’s right and left halves 
towards it. The actors utter the prayers in these specific kinetic articulations.

41 The term is a debated one. deriving from Persian, dâr means ‘wood’ but as a synecdoche 
also ‘gallows’. it names four bodily postures that are embodied during the rituals in remem-
brance of specific saintly figures who were publicly executed in historical times (for instance, 
dâr-ı Mansur), as well as the centre of the ritual space. Without the circumflex however, the 
turkish word dar indicates something narrow or restricted. during a recorded interview, the 
researcher and actors in KtS, Yusuf Sağlam, explained that during the cem “standing in the dar” 
(darda durmak) indicates a surrender to God will with one’s soul, body and spirit. More recently, 
dönmez et al., who translate dâr as ‘abode’ in english, offered an exegesis of the practices, 
meanings and variations associated to the concept of dâr within different alevi-Bektashi 
branches. See Mehmet dönmez, Hasan Çelik and ergün armağan, “alevilik-Bektaşilikte dâr 
[‘abode of alevism-Bektashism’],” Türk Kültürü ve Hacı Bektaş Veli Araştırma Dergisi 85 (2018), 
183–98.

fig. 6: Movements performed by some of the actors to enact a 
standing in the dâr position. Kinetograph by the author.
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in 1975, cemil demirsipahi described this dâr stand as a typical posture 
that is enacted during the rituals.42 a similar placing of feet and hands is 
also performed during the niyaz, which demirsipahi explained as the most 
fundamental prayer within the rituals. He explained that this occurs after 
the dede pronounces the form ‘allah allah’ to indicate that the semah is fin-
ished: the devotees stop with the toes of the right foot over the left ones, 
the right hand over the left one, and their upper bodies slightly bowed. 
comparing the human body in alevi rituals to the importance of the kible as 
indicating the direction of Mecca within the Sunni mosque, demirsipahi 
explained that the importance of this bowing movement, which may be 
addressed to the dede as well as to other devotees, depends on the high 
regard and divine qualities which are accorded to the human body among 
the alevis.

Resilience and social impact of the dramatic adaptation 
of the rituals

KtS enabled a performative archiving of some of the kinetic knowledge that 
was included in aygün’s thesis as well as of other kinetic details which were 
not documented in it. also thanks to other dramatic strategies that are not 
unpacked here (i. e. a specific blocking of the actors who at times would give 
their back to the audience, or the ‘dual salutation’), KtS ascribed a sense of 
secrecy and intimacy to the ritual, despite the visibility fostered by the thea-
tre. The experimental piece reimagined an alevi ritual on the stage, an event 
in which the audience feels at times included, but at other times detached, as 
spectators. negotiating the participatory character of the ritual and the pres-
entational one of the stage, a peculiar dramatic use of these ritual body move-
ments proved enduring and impactful over the years, as alevi cultures started 
to stand on a border, this time between a realm of secrecy and one of visibility.

in an interview that i recorded in 2011, nurhan Karadağ recounted how, 
as a man of arts and science living in a society strongly impoverished by the 
wild dominance of the capitalist market, KtS comprised his own scholarly 

42 cemil demirsipahi, Türk Halk Oyunları [‘turkish folk dances’] (ankara: iş Bankası Kültür 
Yayınları, 1975).
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duty to foster knowledge of those anatolian humanist philosophies that he 
perceived to be deposited in these rituals. in a semi-amateur framework in 
which people of mixed-backgrounds and ages would gather, KtS became a 
vessel in which such knowledge could be transferred into the present. accord-
ingly, the presentation of academic research through performative re-enact-
ing rather than through a textual format foregrounded a reality that was nor-
mally obscured, or misrepresented at best.

for many alevis, becoming familiar with alevi ritual movements, songs 
and prayers within the framework of KtS provided the opportunity to dis-
cover one’s own alevi roots for the first time. for instance, this was the case 
for Şule ateş. Born in istanbul into a family native to dersim-tunceli, she 
was a student in Theatre at ankara University when KtS was first staged. as 
recounted in an interview recorded in december 2017, ateş remained una-
ware of her own alevi ancestry throughout her childhood; she was not 
informed about it at school, nor at home. only after becoming involved with 
KtS, did she start to investigate what being an ‘alevi’ practically entailed. 
Years later, ateş would become an accomplished director and theatre anima-
tor, and in 2010 she directed Tevhid-Oneness-Birlik, an experimental multi-
disciplinary performance about the significance of aleviness in contempo-
rary life.

KtS was a collective endeavour that was partially reinvented over the 
course of its now 35 year-long life. as such, it eventually incorporated ele-
ments which were not encompassed in aygün’s thesis. for instance, the cho-
reographies integrated semah structures originating from other geographical 
areas and alevi lineages. The actors were typically keen on learning new 
semah forms from any expert willing to teach them. one such expert was 
faysal İlhan (1963–2015), back then a student in russian at ankara Univer-
sity, who instructed the actors on the semahs he knew because of his upbring-
ing in a practicing alevi family context. İlhan would later move to cologne in 
Germany where he was initiated into Bektashism and started serving as baba 
in the dergah at leverkusen until his premature death in december 2015, 
just two months after Karadağ’s passing.43

43 İlhan’s funeral service was broadcasted by the alevi channel Yol tv and made available on-
line at youtu.be / nwnZpSktdtU (accessed on 24 april 2019).
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İlhan’s major public accomplishment came in 2000 when he directed the 
semah choreographies of the mega-event Bin Yılın Türküsü (lit. ‘The türkü of 
the Millennium’44) organized by the Almanya Alevi Birlikleri Federasyonu (fed-
eration of alevi Unions of Germany) on 13 May 2000 at the cologne arena. 
The event was repeated in istanbul two years later. during this festival, more 
than 600 alevis performed several semahs under the media spotlights, 
resulting in the inclusion of the event in the 2001 Guinness Book of World 
Records out of the imposing number of performers present on the stage. The 
event most manifestly emblematized the new public visibility obtained by 
the semahs over the 1990s, a time when, despite their endurance as a move-
ment component within the cem ritual contexts, they were now also vigor-
ously displayed as part of public presentations of aleviness to wider national 
and international audiences.

out of a socio-historical context within which the alevis subsisted in 
semi-secrecy, the dramatic representation of an idealized alevi ritual in KtS 
contributed to the organization and consolidation of several alevi scattered 
communities into a much more cohesive and visible entity. The scholarly 
research and artistic imagination that developed into this theatrical project 
prepared the ground for the wider public acknowledgement not only of such 
rituals, but also of the alevi community at large, contributing to its transfor-
mation into a recognizable and critical player in the ethnic and religious map 
of the nation.

KtS created the conditions for the emergence of the contemporary and 
secularized alevi subjectivity that over the following three decades surfaced 
in international landscapes as a vital platform for societal belonging. The 
conscious engagement with the dramatic and eventful quality of the theatre 
was achieved also through a skilful manipulation of the kinetic motifs char-
acterizing the entrance into the ritual space analysed above. Such a strategy 
enabled the scholarly knowledge produced about alevi rituals to attain last-
ing political effects in ways that had not been achieved by more text-based 
forms of knowledge circulation. in this sense, i hope that the discussion of 
this alevi specific case may contribute to academic research on the modali-

44 a türkü is a generic term to refer to any folksong. The event was translated into english as 
‘The Saga of the Millennium’.
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ties through which dramatic adaptations of rituals can expose and concretize 
ethno-genetic and nation-building processes, as well as their failures.
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