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BACKGROUND IN PERFORMANCE and MUSIC THEORY

Considering the Whirling Dervish Rituals, as the worship of the Mevlevi Order of Sufism, 
music can be stated as one of the main contents of the ritual. The music accompanying to the 
rituals is actually a form in Makam music, which is called Ayin-i Şerif, consisting of a specific 
set of theoretical rules in tonality, rhythmic structure and melodic contour. The lyrical content 
of Mevlevi music is based on the writings and speeches of the Mevlana that were codified by 
his son Sultan Veled and his followers. 

During the Ottoman Empire,  Mevlevihanes had been the most crucial place where Turkish- 
Ottoman  Art  music  had  been  performed  and  composed,  as  well  as  the  most  important 
composers of Turkish-Ottoman Art music tradition were dervishes from Mevlevi Order. The 
ritual has its roots in 13th century and the repertoire that had been performing in those had 
transmitted  to  subsequent  generations  through oral  tradition.  The earliest  datable  Mevlevi  
Ayini is attributed to Mustafa Dede, a Mevlevi dervish and a musician of the 18 th century. 
Since then, the compositional aspects of Ayin-i Şerif had transmitted to recent times with few 
changes. 

In 1925, all Sufi sects were banned by the Turkish government. Şimşekler stated that after the 
ban, the first ceremony organized in 1943 in Konya with an integrated conference of Prof. Dr. 
Nafiz Uzluk (2003: 26).  From then on, the rituals  were only allowed to be performed in 
government control.

BACKGROUND IN ETHNOMUSICOLOGY

Recently the representation of Whirling Dervish Rituals as an indication of cultural heritage 
or  tourist  attractions  are  among  the  issues  that  need  to  be  considered  in  the  means  of 
embracing the musical and spiritual values of Mevlevi culture. This situation has its roots 
from the attempts stated on the early days of Turkish Republic, with the aim of maintaining a 
secular state. Nowadays, Whirling Dervish Ceremonies are being performed even in the bars, 
restaurants,  or  wedding  ceremonies  and  there  is  a  vast  amount  of  examples  of  such 
commercially oriented shows.
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The commodification of cultural and spiritual traditions into products and the representation 
of rituals in the form of public performances has become one of the concerns in the field of 
ethnomusicology as  it  is  in  the anthropology and ethnology.  World music market  can be 
mentioned as one of the industries highly influenced by this process, especially in the cases of 
ritual concept strongly affiliated with the accompanying music. There are albums recorded 
and promoted with a title of ‘Mevlevi Music’ for the New Age music industry,  that only 
including electronic sampling and ney; with no connections with the actual definitions of the 
music tradition itself. 

AIMS

This paper concentrates on the musical aspects of the representation of Whirling Dervish 
Rituals  as  public  performances.  By making  comparisons  between  the  music  tradition  of 
Mevlevi Order from the manuscripts and the performances in public shows; how the tradition 
is being reflected is among the main attempts.

MAIN CONTRIBUTION

In Whirling Dervish Ceremonies that are performed as tourist attractions, there are numerous 
cases that do not follow the musical aspects and the ritualistic rules of an actual ritual. Those 
can  be  attributed  as  mimesis  of  a  spiritual  tradition.  Through  an  extensive  fieldwork 
conducted in ceremonies performed in bars, restaurants and hotels and its comparison with the 
repertoire founded in manuscripts; it has been concluded that the commodification process 
resulted in pseudo reflections of Mevlevi music. 

IMPLICATIONS

As follows: 

1. Mimesis  of  the  real  ceremony,  that  imitates  the  main  rules  of  the  ritual,  with  the 
process of commodification turns into a show.

2. In  the  case  of  Turkish  Art  Music  or  the  fusion  of  ney and  electronic  sampling 
promoted as Mevlevi Music, the spiritual values of Mevlevi culture becomes a base 
for  meanings  attributed  to  the  music  positioned  in  the  world  music  market  with 
spiritual content.

3. In touristic performances, it is observed that instead of performing the whole  Ayin-i  
Şerif which  is  approximately  1  hour  long,  the  sections  of  it  have  combined  to 
accompany the whirling show.

4. In such performances, usually  Mevlevi Ayini in  Nihavend, Buselik, Rast and  Segah 
makams  have been  performing,  because  those  create  proximity with  European art 
music tonal system. 
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