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Websites
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alevism 
http://islam.wikia.com/wiki/Alevi 
http://www.alevinet.org/  (The Britain Alevi Federation website with resources and educational materials)
https://cetinbostanoglu.wordpress.com/2012/05/23/alevi-society-in-turkey-and-their-cem-ceremony/ 
http://www.cetinbostanoglu.com/alevi/alevi.htm (for some excellent photographs of rural Anatolian Alevism)
http://www.alevibektasi.org/ (for some pictures of a Cem ceremony in Turkey)

Please note that researching Alevism through the internet inevitably requires discernment and caution. The very nature of Alevism as a religion is hotly debated and can be controversial. Differing views make for interesting debates, but teachers need to be aware that even within Alevi communities, there is a diverse understanding of Alevi identity. Indeed, in KS3, a ‘big question’ is whether Alevism is a sect, a religion, or a philosophy for life!
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Gender will not be questioned in our Cems
Everything has been perfectly created by Hakk

No difference between male and female
to our understanding

Discrimination is in your own thoughts.

— Haci Bektas Veli






BRITAIN ALEVI FEDERATION

THE CEM CEREMONY

The Cem Evi is the place for Alevis to come together and worship. This
ceremony is called Cem. Everyone sits facing each other. The Cem is lead
by a Pir, Mursit, Baba, Dede, or Ana. The person proposed to lead the Cem
needs to receive consent from those attending and then the area for the Cem
is declared open. The Cem is the place for Alevis to share their contributions,
happiness, sadness, worship and equality. Everyone is seen as equal in the
Cem. Those offended and upset with each other will be reunited and injustices
will be resolved. Candles will be lit, and using the holy book with strings,
which is another name used to describe the baglama, the prayers, hymns,
sayings, poems and laments will be performed. Semahs will be danced and the
oppressed will be remembered.

The 12 services will be preformed.

THE 12 SERVICES OF A CEM CEREMONY

Pir (Dede/Ana)
Guide
Zakir

The Observer
Door Keeper
Sweeper
Jug Server
Candle Lighter
Fleece Keeper
Semah Performers
Water Server
Food Server

The order in which the services are performed at Cem may differ between
different regions.
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CEM AND THE CEMEVI

The Cemevi is the place where Alevis meet and perform their worship.

In today’s world most Cemevis are also used as education centres.
Everyone attending the Cem ceremony will bring a donation of food with
them. When attending a Cemevi more attention than usual is given to
personal cleanliness and conduct and any behaviour that is against the rules of
the Cem is to be avoided.

Everyone will salute the doorway when entering the Cemevi.

This greeting lets people leave their egos, ambitions and daily worries behind
them and outside the Cemevi. Shoes will be taken off when entering. If
possible everyone will sit in a circle facing each other.

Women, men, children, and young people... everyone will sit together.
Everybody is equal in the Cem. Before the Cem ceremony begins, the Zakir
will sing two poems and one Duvaz, this is called tying the bouquet.

PIR (DEDE /ANA / BABA)

A Pir is an expert in the Alevi belief and culture and lives his life accordingly.
Traditionally Pirs have served the Alevi path all their lives and as a result
received the right to lead the Cem ceremony. Dedes and Anas come from a Pir
background and are brought up according to the Alevi way. At the start of the
Cem the Guide invites the Pir into the centre of the Cem. The Pir first greets
the Guide and everyone at the Cem, then he asks for consent from everyone in
order to lead the Cem ceremony.

THE GUIDE

The Guide sits beside the Pir and helps him.
The Guide has vast knowledge of Alevi values and the Path and applies them.
The guide helps to the maintain the communication between the Pir and
everyone in the Cem.
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ZAKIR

The Zakir plays the baglama and sits next to the Dede. On the prompt of the
Dede, the Zakir summons the 12 services to the Cem with his words and
music. These hymns convey nice feelings and thoughts. In the Hymns the

names of Hakk, Muhammed and Ali are mentioned. The Duvaz or Duvaz-i
Imam will mention the 12 imams’ names. Semah songs have rhythmic
melodies. Mersiyes are the mournful songs or laments that are sang for Imam
Huseyin.

DOOR KEEPER

The Door Keeper seals the door during the Cem ceremony and will not open
the door until the end of the Cem. The Door Keeper is responsible for the
security of the Cem.

THE OBSERVER

The Cem Keeper maintains order in the Cem. Through the Guide, the Cem
Keeper passes on the requests of the people to the Pir. The Cem Keeper helps
everyone to perform their services. The Cem Keeper holds a long stick. The
stick is used only as a symbol and
has a rose attached to the end of it.

SWEEPER

The Sweeper’s duty is to symbolically clean and purify the Cem area. One or
three people can perform this service. When there are three of them, all three
will be women. When it is one person, it can be
either a woman or a man. The Sweeper service can be performed several times
during the Cem.

JUG KEEPER

The Ibrik service represents physical purification.
It is usually performed by two people, one woman and one man. Hands are
washed symbolically.
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LIGHT KEEPER

Following the cleaning of the place and the symbolic washing of hands, the Pir
will unite everyone through enlightening
their hearts and minds. The candles will be lit.
Symbolically there are three candles.
They represent the light of Hakk.

FLEECE KEEPER

The fleece represents the presence of Hace Bektas Veli. The person who stands
on the fleece will perform the ikrar,
Gorgii and Dar services. After the arrival of the fleece
the worshiping part of the Cem will begin.

SEMAH PERFORMERS

Semah is one of the most important parts of the Cem.
Women and men perform the Semah together.
The Semah will begin with the last part of the Mihraclama.
Everyone wishing to take part can join the Semah.

WATER SERVER

Following the Semah, the Pir reminds everyone of Kerbela, Imam Huseyin
and all the innocent victims. Before the Saka water is distributed the Zakir
performs one or three more Mersiyes (laments). Saka water is distributed
to remember those left without water at Kerbela. Everyone takes a sip from
the Saka water. If the Cem is attended by many people the Saka water will be
sprinkled on them.
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FOOD SERVER

All contributions received from the people will be put together and at the end
of the Cem will be shared between everyone equally.
The food can be distributed during or after the Cem ceremony.
With this service all services are completed.

The candles will be put out.
The fleece is taken away.
The 12 servers will come to the centre one more time,
and will receive approval from the Pir.
The doors will be opened.

The Cem ceremony is a ritual which
cleanses the minds and unites the human,
nature and the universe.

May Hakk accept our whorship.






“the end of the path would be
dark if the path is not science.’

Hace Bektash Veli

)
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The whole universe is whirling semah
Suns are burning with its love
The skill is to turn to its origin

Praying five times does not justify us

— Hiidai






BRITAIN ALEVI FEDERATION

Semah
Semah is one of the main twelve services of the cem rifuals which
are considered as religious practices by Alevi-Bektasi-Kizilbas adherents.
It can be described as a set of mystical and aesthetic
movements in rhythrmic harmony performed by
semahcis (semah dancers), accompanied by
zakirs playing the saz (musical performers in cem rituals).

Semahs can be described as a set of mystical and aesthetic body movements in rhythmic
harmony. They constitute one of the twelve main services found in Cem rituals, religious prac-
fices performed by adherents of Alevi-Bektasi-Kiziloas, a belief system nourished by a variety
of beliefs and cultural sources. Alevism reached its maturity in Anatolia, Alevi Order has distin-
guished itself frorn mainstream Alevi belief system, with respect 1o its roots, formation processes
and current cultural background. The Alevi belief system has been enhanced and cultivated
by a great variety of beliefs and cultures in the history of Anatolia.

Semah performers are known as semahcis and they are accompanied by devout musicians
playing the saz, a long-necked lute. Various forms of Semah exist in Alevi communities across
the world, each with distinct musical characteristics and rhythmic structures. One consistent
characteristic is the performance of the ritual by both men and women, side by side. Semah
rituals are founded upon the concept of unity with Hakk (God) as part of a natural cycle; peo-
ple come from Hakk and retum to Hakk.

There are two forms of Semah: iceri Semahs (infemal semahs) are performed in Cems only
among adherents as part of the twelve services; Disan Semahs are performed independent
of services to promote Semah culture to younger generations. Semahs are the most crucial
means for the fransmission of the Alevi fradition. All practices, fraditional motifs and teachings
are passed on orally, and distinct genres of art and literature associated with the tradition con-
finue fo thrive. In this way, Semahs play a crucial role in fostering and enriching the traditional
music culture of Alevis.

As bearers and practitioners of the semah tradition, Alevi communities are existent all across
the world.

UNESCO accepts Semah as a vessel for the expression and manifestation of cultural heritage.
In this way Semah uses:

Oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of infangible cultural heritoge.

Performing arts in the fransmission of rhetoric skills through songs recited by zakirs and prayers
uttered by the Dede (spiritual leader).

Social practices, rituals and festive events with regular ssmah performances in cem rituals.
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THE IDENTIFICATION AND DEFINITION OF THE ELEMENT OF SEMAH
Semah; originated from Ancient Mesopotamian word sema meaning heavens, forfune
and hearing. Semahs are the most effective instruments for the fransmission of Alevi fradi-
fions. Semanh is one of the main twelve services of the cem rituals which are considered as
religious practices by Alevi adherents.

It is possible o encounter various kinds of semahs within Alevism, with different musical
characteristics and rhythmic structures. The fact that there are variations in melodic and
lyrical structure of semahs with the same name is an evident sign of the richness in semah
culture, Centuries of oral fransmission of semahs from generation to generation has eno-
bled a rich diversity within semah culture.

One of the main principles on which semahs are conceptualized is the unity with Hakk
which happens through a natural cycle. In this cycle, man comes from Hakk and goes
back to Hakk a cycle which resembiles the circulation of celestial bodies in the universe.
However, man is the centre point of this circulation. Hakk is omnipresent and semah is the
way o reach Hakk.

Hand and body motions in semahs have symbolical meanings. For instance, the motion
in which one palm faces the sky while the other faces the earth is meant to say “You are
Hakk, we are the people, | come from You and hold your essence in me, | am not sepo-
rafe from You" and “To take from Hakk and give to the community, to share”. The motion in
which palms first face the sky and then turned to the earth is meant o represent this same
thought.

When semahcis face each other it presents the presence of Hakk within man and each
semahci witnesses the divine beauty of Hakk within the image of the person in front of
them.

The motion in which semahci tums the palm of his hand to his face represents man see-
ing his own beauty in the mirror and therefore he also withesses the divine beauty of Hakk.
When both palms facing the sky are pulled towards the heart it represents the proverb
“Hakk | am Man, so Hakk is in me” or “Hakk is in Man”,

Semahs are categorized into two groups:

1- iceri (private) semahs / Order semahs

2- Digan (public) semahs / Avare semahs

iceri Semahs (Order semahs): They are performed in Cems (considered as religious prac-
fices by Alevi adherents) where 12 services are carried out. It is not desirable to perform
iceri semahs in front of those outside the faith. There are three aspects that make up the
performance:

* Agilama:; The prelude containing slow movements,

* Yuratme: The phase in which the semah gets faster and livelier.

* Cark: The movement of moving around oneself and others. The final phase when the
semah is the fastest and hardest to perform.






BRITAIN ALEVI FEDERATION

While this three-phase composition of semahs is customary, it is possible to see other kinds
of performances as well. In some semahs it is very difficult fo distinguish these phases from
each other.

Disan Semahs (Avare semah, Yoz Semah or Mengis): They are performed independent
of the 12 services for the purpose of feaching the semah culture to younger generations.
Nevertheless, they are sfill loyal to semah principles. Disan semahs are mostly comprised of
two phases; ‘agiiama’ and yuritme’ or ‘aginama’ and ‘cark’.

Although semah performances vary according to the region,

the main characteristics are common:

* Semahs are performed together by both men and women,

* While semnahcis in iceri semahs are limifed in number; there is no such restiction for dison semahs.
* Semahcis start the semahs by greeting and inviting each other.

* While performing semah, semahcis are positioned in a circular order or facing each
other, without touching or holding.

* Baglama is usually the accompanying instrument to semahs; but there are some re-
gions where other rhythm instruments are also played during semahs.

* While there is no specific attire to be worm in semahs it is not uncommon to wear tradi-
fional clothes in rural cems (considered as religious practices by Alevi adherents).

* On completion of semahs, the dede will (spiritual leaders) usually say a prayer. The se-
mah is never applauded because it is a religious practice rather than a means of entertainment.
* Semah is passed on to further generations through the performance of the fradition.

The basic characteristics and universal values reflecting

the understanding of tradition bearers of

Semah are as follows:

* In Alevi belief, every human being has a divine essence and they see man in unity with
Hakk known as “En-el Hak” meaning "I am one with God”. Thus, during the worship they
prostrate towards one another.

* Seeing man in unity with Hakk, they internalize a humanist philosophy.

* In Alevi belief, sharing is of great importance in social life. “Musahiplik” (a kind of fellowship
as regards to Alevi belief) in which two individuals choose one another as spiritual brothers
or sisters committing fo care for the spiritual, emotional, physical and financial needs of the
other, for the purpose of creating a type of sincere unity.

 Alevis object to gender discrimination, therefore they pray side by side.

* Alevis view offending human beings as on an equal level to offending Hakk; hence,
through establishing a form of judging mechanism called “"duskinltk”, they use a sanction
power over the memlbers fo prevent them fromn committing misdeeds. If one commits any
of those, s/he is declared as “duskin” (shunned) and temporarily or permanently excom-
municated from the community or society.

* The practices, tradifional maofifs and teachings are orally fransmitied rather than wiitten sources
and, therefore, distinct genres of arf and literature particular to the fradition, have been created.
 They practice their authentic worship and convey their culture through the use of Iyrics,
music and semanh.
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ENSURING VISIBILITY AND AWARENESS AND
ENCOURAGING THE CONTINUATION OF SEMAH

Semanh is the most crucial element in terms of the portrayal of the Alevi fradition. The
aesthetics of semah performances have inspired various forms of visual arts (painting,
sculpture, theatre, etc.) and related artistic products contribute to the visibility of this
aesthetic aspect of semah (See: Photo below).

Semah play a crucial role in fostering and enriching the traditional music culture of
Alevis as well as being an important instrument for raising awareness.

The authentic aspect of its oral structure and expression not only contributes to the
overall visibility of tfraditional folk literature, but also raises awareness as an example of
local literature. The musical and dancing characteristics of semahs constitute a com-
mon language for humanity as artistic creations in which faith and art are harmoni-
ously infegrated to raise awareness in national and international platform. Moreover it
enables a better platform for inter-societal discussion.

The human-centred perception of the world and the universe and humanist philoso-
phy of semah are values which can contribute to the intercultural discussion

Different types of Semah:

1. Kirklar Semah: takes its name from Kirklar Cems, represents the mystical gathering of
the 40's council. It has three aspects; agirlama (slow movements), yuritme (perform-
ing), and cark (furning around oneself and each other).

2. Turnalar Semah: The crane bird has an important place in Alevi belief. The Turna
semah is based on the movements of the crane, which are slow and established

3. Kirat Semah: This semah has many different symbolisations, including the planets
turning around the sun.

4, Urfa Semah; This Semah represents the life of humanity, from birth to death. Whilst
also being the story of the migration of the crane.

5. Ladik Semah: This is a ritual Semah performed in the Cems in Samsun, faking its
name from Ladik, a city in the Samsun Province.

6. Hace Bektas Semah: Performed in order to respect of Hace Bektas Veli. The right
hand is fixed on the chest at the start of this semah.

7. Hubyar Semah: It is performed with 5 women, 4 men as cans (souls). Arms are re-
laxed, and body is slightly bent at the start of this semah. During this semah they spin
around while at the same time spinning in a circle.

Zakir

The Zakir sits next to the Dede during the Cem. With prompts from the dede he/she
invites the 12 services with his words and the rhythms of the baglama with Voices,
Phrases, Breath, Duvaz, Semah and Mersiyes. The Breaths mention Hakk, Muhammed
and Ali. Duvaz's mentions the 12 imams. Mersiyes are the mournful songs for the Imam
Huseyin.
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The Cem ceremony is a ritual which
cleanses the minds and unites the human,
nature and the universe.

May Hakk accept our whorship.






“the end of the path would be
dark if the path is not science.’

Hace Bektash Veli

)
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