Shahzad Bashir

Dancing the Islamic Way

Two Famous Sufi Masters

This contribution consists of two short translations from the Persian language per-
taining to dance as a religious practice among Muslims. The texts are excerpted from
hagiographies of Sufi masters famous for their teaching, practices, and long legacies.
While situated within specific socio-historical circumstances, the perspectives on
Sufi dance brought up here index issues that have mattered throughout history
whenever dance has been the subject of Islamic religious discussion. These texts are
especially helpful for giving us a sense for the place of traditional, psychosomatic,
interpersonal, and social issues pertaining to dance within Sufi contexts.

The translations are quite straightforward and my overall purpose is to let them
speak for themselves. I would like to preface them by explaining the choice of
leaving the word sama‘, which denotes dance, untranslated within the English text.
This is because the literal meaning of sama’ is ‘audition, even though, from context,
we can be certain that the activity to which this word is referring corresponds
to what we would commonly describe as dance. The seeming non sequitur is a
noteworthy point of information: it indicates dance’s presumed absolute predication
on aural stimulus in Sufi contexts.

Among Sufis who advocate or allow dancing for religious purposes, the body is
activated into dance on the precondition of sound entering it through the ear in
the form of recitation or music. From this understanding, the word sama‘ comes to
refer to both hearing the stimulus and dancing in reaction to it. Furthermore, it is
noteworthy that the word sama‘ has a semantic field wider than dance. It can refer
to any experience of hearing music or its recitation for religious purposes, without it
necessarily leading to dance. Sama‘ is also closely connected to zekr (Arabic: dhikr),
literally ‘remembrance; which refers to any kind of disciplined spiritual practice
aimed at concentrating one’s being on God or an intermediary, such as one’s Sufi
master. Sufis who frown upon listening to music and dancing usually distinguish
clearly between zekr (which is allowed) and sama‘ (which is reprehensible). Among
those who use music and dance for religious purposes, the two terms tend to meld
into each other, and one has to discern the matter from individual context. Overall,
Sufi dance is situated within a larger spectrum of corporeal religious practices
that run the gamut between silent and still meditation, on one end, and vigorous
movement in dance, on the other (Avery: 2004; Bashir: 2011, 68-77; Lewisohn:
1997).
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1. The Dance of Jalaloddin Rumi

The first translated selection describes the place of dance in the life of Jalaloddin
Rami (died 1274), the famous poet (in Persian as well as in modern translations),
who is also the original figure of the Sufi community known as the Mevlevis (Am-
brosio/Feuillebois/Zarcone: 2006). Basing their perspective on Rimi’s exemplary
life spent in Konya (present-day Turkey), the Mevlevis are known as the ‘whirling
dervishes’ in English on account of their elaborately choreographed dancing liturgy.
The Mevlevis are by far the best known practitioners of Islamic religious dance.
Their performance began its long life in the 13" century. It has been celebrated
both as a religious exercise and as an impressive spectacle inspiring people ranging
between pre-modern Sufi adepts, modern western theorists of dance, and tourists
(Barber: 1980; Behar: 2014; Hamilton: 2016; De Zorzi: 2015).

The text pertaining to dance which follows comes from the oldest known source
providing an account of Jalaloddin Ramfs life. Its author, Faridin b. Ahmad Sipah-
salar (died first quarter of the fourteenth century CE), claims to have been attached
as a disciple to Rami until his death, following which his descendants succeeded
him as the community’s leaders. Following a pattern common to this type of Sufi
literature, he states that he decided to write a posthumous account of the master in
order to preserve his sacred memory. He considered this an urgent task because,
at the time of writing, RimT’s contemporaries were dwindling rapidly in number
due to advanced age (Sipahsalar: 1946, 4-8). In the long term, Sipahsalar’s account
was superseded by another, lengthier hagiography of Rami that utilized his work
as a resource (Elias: 2020; Lewis: 2014). Sipahsalar’s description of Rumi adopting
dance is both laudatory and apologetic. The defensiveness observable here reflects
socio-religious ambivalence that is a common feature of Islamic discussions pertain-
ing to dance. Ramfi’s adoption of dance is justified through tradition, his personal
encounter with another Sufi, and psychosomatic effects relatable to a cosmology
traceable to the Quran.



Translation (Sipahsalar: 1946, 64-68)!

Dancing the Islamic Way

Know, truthful lover and agreeable friend - may God
accompany you in both the worlds - that in the initial part
of his life, our Eminent Lord (Hazrat-e Khodavandegar) -
may God let his light flow upon us - carried on according to
the path and example of his father, his eminence Mawlana
Bahaoddin Valad. This included imparting lessons, giving
sermons, and undertaking religious exercises. He followed
all the forms of worship, and performed spiritual exercises
that are attributed to his eminence the Prophet
[Muhammad]?, God’s prayers and peace on him. He
experienced such epiphanies and stations that had not
come to anyone else among others who were also
perfected persons, devoted to prayer, fasting, and spiritual
exertion. But he never did sama“.
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Then, he saw, with spiritual sight, that the Sultan of
beloveds, Mawlana Shamsolhaqq Vaddin Tabrizi - may
God exalt his memory - is the beloved and lord among
[God’s] friends and holds the highest station among
beloveds. He fell in love with him and regarded everything
he said as a bounty. He [Tabrizi] then told him: “Come to
sama‘, because what you seek increases in sama‘. Sama“
is forbidden to the multitudes because they are mired in
worldly desires. When they do sama‘, their blameworthy
and deplorable condition increases, because their
movement is directed toward enjoyment and play. There is
no doubt that sama“ is forbidden for such a group.
However, those who desire and love the Truth, their
condition and desires increase through sama“ such that no
one other than God comes within their sight. For this group,
sama‘is allowed.”
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He [Rumi] heeded these instructions and entered into
sama‘. In sama’, he saw and examined what had been
described, and he continued this practice to the end of his
life. He made it his path and rule. The greatest among
shaykhs and knowers, possessors of ecstasy, are said to
have done sama&’, enunciating great words during it. It is
related that, one day, an Arab of the desert from Najd was
singing these verses [in Arabic] in a beautiful and
captivating voice:
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1 Inaccordance with the statutory provisions of copyright law, the author/publisher has made every

effort to obtain copyrights from the authors of the texts. It has not been possible to locate the copyright

holders in all cases; the publisher may be contacted for legitimate claims not mentioned here.

2 Words in square brackets are additions by the author in the following.
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Every morning and daybreak,

My eyes weep tears of ardor.

Desire’s serpent has stung my liver.

There’s no doctor, nor an enchanter for this,
Save the beloved, with whom | am smitten.
He alone has my talisman and medicine.
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When his eminence [Prophet Muhammad], the lord of the
firsts and the lasts - on him highest prayers and plentiful
salutations -, heard these verses, the great oceans of
spiritual knowledge, love, and passion that were in his
enlightened heart came to a boil. He indicated the Arab to
repeat the verses, while his eminence, from height of
desire, twirled his blessed hands. His movements were so
vigorous that his blessed mantle fell away from his
shoulders.
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The people of God have written many treatises on the
permissibility of sama“. Those committed to investigating it
have found it admissible and sound. Lovers’ singing voices
strike as being pleasant [to them] because, during the
gathering of alast?, they were drawn to beautiful spiritual
voices and were thus nourished to pleasure from sama“.
Today, when they are imprisoned in the dense world of
base desires, that spiritual world having been left far
behind, when a tiny bit from those beautiful, subtle sounds
reaches their open ears, the height of passion drives their
saddened hearts to perturbation and boiling. In their
[hearts’] wake, bodies go into motion as well.

Ay 4l Jal 3 ¢ laws el 5Ly 5o
1357 Buins ol g il aslus yloss
aigid 3lgl azinls il o @lus
Sl e gags ol plaale
g3 slajlol lee 5o ceadl o3y
Elaw b g 83l 488 il Jilogy
Qe 33 Sigzal wagygns ol cals
ol 3l g a5l 5 592 w)9aS o udd
6‘ dads 9 b..\ﬂA)g.) qu>9) Kn:\l_:,
oS 38 il 9 jugs lajlel ol 5l
U5 B qle 3l awyge Shoe
sl o g g wlshdl s ol
gl 5o S gy cayluay |y o

All movements that issue forth from truth-seekers during
sama‘ signify a point and a [greater] reality. Spinning is an
indication of affirming God’s oneness. This is the station of
knowers who affirm unity. In this situation, they see the
beloved, the one sought, everywhere their sight goes.
Whichever way they turn, they are recipients of His
effulgence. Jumping and stepping have two meanings:
First, jumping means a communion with the higher world
from the height of desire. Second, these [actions] indicate
that the practitioner has conquered the lower soul and has
crushed everything undesirable underfoot. Twirling hands
have multiple meanings as well. On the one side, [this
represents] happiness caused by having reached the honor
of union, and attention being focused on the stage of
spiritual perfection. While on the other side, [twirling hands
denotes] victory over the army of the aspect of the soul that
commands to evil. This is what is meant by the greater

struggle (jehad-e akbar).
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3 The gathering of alast refers to the Quranic statement that, at the beginning of creation, God assembled
all human essences and asked them “am I not your Lord (alastu bi-rabbikum)? They responded with
a resounding “yes” (bala, Quran 7:172). Especially among Sufis, this exchange is regarded as the
establishment of a covenant between God and human beings that is buried within humans during

earthly existence and needs to be recalled through spiritual exercises.
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Sometimes it happens that a dear one who is a part of the
sama‘ and is moving loses all sense of consciousness of
the self. In that moment, in the middle of the gathering,
s/he sees her/himself clearly [from the outside], as if
looking into a mirror, considering the object beautiful and
becoming involved with it in the game of love. Drawing
people to sama’, to incite them into movement, is the
station of those who falter [in their steps like this]. Doing
this, they scatter divine effulgence to the hearts of all those
present and turn divine mercy into a common good for all.
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Submitting and prostrating signifies servanthood. Likewise
in sama“. They serve the Beloved through acts of standing,
bowing, and prostrating, in the same way as occurs during
the ritual prayer (namaz). When they observe an aspect of
the Truth inside themselves because of the journey they
are undertaking, they fall into prostration in front of it.
These are lengthy issues. A seeker who has not reached
the requisite station cannot picture the state of pleasure
and enjoyment in question: whoever has not tasted does
not know.
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Verse

Someone asked: “Who is a lover?”
| said: “When you become me you will know!”

Cengy Bable oS (S gy
S 5o 0 5% oS S

His excellence, our Eminent Lord [RUmT1] - may God be
pleased with him - has written great things about the
realities of sama“. All who pursue studying these will surely
have their minds’ mirrors light up and they will become
privy to these realities. He says regarding sama*:
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Verse

Sama’, for lovers, comes like food.
In it imagination aggregates together.
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In the sama“ done by our companions, emptiness of the
stomach is a condition, since this increases the pleasure
and enjoyment. Therefore, our Lord says:
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Verse

Man of sama’, keep your stomach empty,
Because one satiated issues no cries of longing.
If you fill the stomach with a lot of delicacies,

You remain void of the heart-ravisher’s kisses and
embrace.
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All forms of moving and stopping of people in sama“ are
based on reason and are not in jest or meaningless.
Therefore, he says:
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At time’s end, the Beloved plays an entrancing tune.
His inner reality is the truth of truths, the outside seems a
mere game.
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If someone denies the secret of following the lights of
sama‘, do not count this an error. Say: “To you your religion
and to me mine” [Quran 109:6]. Perhaps s/he does not
have the correct disposition in order to have the ability to
appreciate these points. As it is said: “The believer is
discerning and careful”. Our Lord says:
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For the living, sama“ is life’s comfort.
One knows that it is life’s life.
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2. The Dances of Shaykh Safi of Ardabil

The second translation consists of episodes selected from the chapter on dance
in the hagiography of the master Shaykh Safioddin (Safi for short, died 1334) of
Ardabil (present-day Azerbaijan, Iran). This master was a major religious figure
in his own times, heading a large religious community and playing an influential
role in the region’s sociopolitical affairs. Moreover, his legacy developed in ways
that people in his own time could scarcely have imagined. Less than two centuries
after his death, in 1501, one of his descendants named Esma‘il (died 1524) claimed
himself the king of Iran. Only fourteen years of age at the time of the proclamation,
Esma‘l was both the political authority and the hereditary Sufi guide of his soldiers
known as the Qezelbash. While Sufis intermingled with the political elites quite
often during the Middle Ages, the descendants of Shaykh Safi of Ardabil (who
came to be called the Safavids) are extraordinary for transforming from a religious
lineage to a ruling dynasty that lasted for more than two centuries, from 1501-1722
(Bashir: 2004; Gronke: 1993; Mazzaoui: 1972).

My translation below comes from a work entitled Safvat as-safa (The Essence of
Purity), written by Ebn Bazzaz Ardabili (died in the last quarter of the fourteenth
century CE). As in the case of the author writing about Rami, this author also claims
to have written to preserve sacred memory. In this case, the author was a disciple
of the great master’s son and successor, Shaykh Sadroddin (died 1391/92), who is
mentioned often in the text and is cited as the person who asked him to collect
the traditions. The resulting text is possibly the longest hagiography dedicated to a
single Sufi figure written in Persian during the Middle Ages. Ensconced within this
lengthy document is a short chapter on Shaykh Saff’s practice of dance for religious
purposes. From this, I have translated episodes that represent the major themes that
run through the overall account. In this instance, the discursive representation of
Sufi dance reflects the larger world of post-Mongol Iran. In this context, Sufis held
an increasingly important place as religious as well as political and socioeconomic



Dancing the Islamic Way | 243

mediators. Shaykh Saff’s dance provides us a sense for how a great living Sufi
master sanctified his surroundings and conditioned the practices and beliefs of his

followers.

Translation (Ardabili, Safvat as-safa: 1997, 642-651)*

Shaykh Sadroddin [Shaykh SafT’s son and successor] -
may God prolong his blessings - related that Shaykh
[Safi] - may God sanctify his innermost secret - went
one day to Ardabil. At this time, the environs of Ardabil
were desolated because of attacks by Georgians, and a
part of the city’s walls that had partly fallen was
scattered on the ground. There, an itinerant singer sat
reciting a Persian poem by Faridoddin ‘Attar (died 1221).
When the Shaykh'’s blessed ears heard this, he went into
a total ecstasy and started a monumental dance:
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Verse
They sent, from their abode, a wind toward the soul’s
bird.
No wonder the song’s wing enlarged the heart with
passion.
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Then [after the dancing] he said: “This effulgence that
graced me by descending [on me] during sama“
conveyed something to the place where the sama*
happened to have occurred.” Now this was the case
even though a home and hospice in Ardabil were yet to
be built for the Shaykh. At the time, he had a house in
the village of Kalkhuran. After, he made a home in the
Figa‘lyan area, which is one of the lower quarters of
Ardabil, but this too remained incomplete and was never
inhabited. He later laid the foundations of a home in the
Bagh-e As‘ad [The Felicitous Garden], which is now
distinguished by royal possession - may God continue its
blessing - but that also did not become available. Then,
he made a home outside the Nawshahr gate but it too
was not completed. Finally, he made his home in the
place that is now the location of his house, hospice, and
blessed seclusion chamber. Upon its completion, it
became a gathering place for people, the abode of
saints, and the destination of the pious.
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4 In accordance with the statutory provisions of copyright law, the author/publisher has made every
effort to obtain copyrights from the authors of the texts. It has not been possible to locate the copyright
holders in all cases; the publisher may be contacted for legitimate claims not mentioned here.
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That venue of sama“ - about which the Shaykh had said
that “from divine emanation that has come down upon
my heart, a portion will be conveyed to that place” - is
the place of his illuminated tomb. This is now the gibla®
of felicity and the Ka‘ba for hopes that seek protection in
the world. All the religious benefits and effects of purity
that will appear there, between now and the time of
Resurrection, are issuing forth from the emanation
(Ardabili: 1997, 642-643).
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[Shaykh Sadroddin,] - may God prolong his blessing -
said that one night there was a sama“ in the city of Sarav
[Sarab] in the mosque inside the hospice of Khwajeh
Afzal. When Shaykh [Safi] began to move his feet on the
occasion, an earthquake rattled the city and many
people came out of their homes.
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Verse

As the heart extended its foot into that field,
An upheaval came to life in the world.
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Those who were in the sama“ looked around. Some saw
that all the walls of the mosque had started going around
in order to become a part of the sama‘, and the
mosque’s lamps were also spinning. Some others saw
that the mosque’s walls had raised themselves up from
the ground and flares of divine light were leaping from
the lamps.
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When the world’s atoms become intimates [mahram] of
the secret,
They mix their voices into the tumult of lovers.
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Among the people who had come out of houses because
of the earthquake was a woman, a Sayyid [that is,
descendant of Prophet Muhammad], who was the wife of
Amir Zeyaoddin Qushchi. When she came out and heard
the great noise and commotion, she went toward its
origin, until she got to the neighborhood of Khwajeh
Afzal. She asked, “What is going on here?” They said,
“Shaykh Safioddin is dancing in ecstasy.” She said, “For
God’s sake, make a path for me so that | can see his
blessed face.” She came to the threshold of the mosque,
but as soon as her sight fell on the Shaykh, he left his
state and sat down from the dance. His followers, who
were under his spiritual guardianship, realized that the
Shaykh had known from his spiritual sight that a
na-mahram® [non-intimate] had cast her eyes on him
and had hence sat down.
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5 Qibla is the direction toward Mecca, to which Muslims face for ritual prayer. The Ka‘ba is the cube-like
shrine in Mecca to which the gibla is oriented. The author’s point here is that Shaykh Saff’s grave has
become like the Ka‘ba for his followers.

6 Na-mahram is the Islamic legal category that pertains between members of the opposite gender who
are unrelated by marriage or select forms of kinship. The opposite of this is mahram, meaning people
married, or in relationships that preclude the possibility of marriage (father — daughter, brother —
sister, and some other pairs established in legal texts).
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They inquired all around the premises, saw the woman at
the threshold, and said to her, “Go away!” She asked,
“For what reason?” They said, “The shaykh knows from
his spiritual light that a n&-mahram has cast her eyes on
him. This has muddied his experience and caused him to
abandon sama“ in the middle of it.” The woman left and
thought to herself, “If this sama‘ had been for worldly
reasons, it would have energized further from the look of
a na-mahram. Since the sama‘ was due to emanation of
divine secrets, he took the gaze of a na-mahram as
forbidden.” She then became his disciple and devotee.
On a later day, she arranged a glorious banquet, took an
oath of discipleship to the Shaykh, and donated a part of
the village of Ahmadabad to him. The Shaykh gave that
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(Ardabili: 1997, 643-644).

2y9l 3l glass s ) GlugSs

[Shaykh Sadroddin,] - may God prolong his blessing -
said that when the late Khwajeh Mohyioddin left for the
eternal abode, Shaykh [Safi] retracted his foot from
sama‘ into his tunic. He neither did sama‘ nor heard
[any] intercession [from those urging him]. Until one
night, when he was sitting in his blessed hospice with a
group of singers and Sufis in his presence, he suddenly
stood up and went into sama’“. Since no religious singer
(gavval) was present, Mawlana ‘Abdorrahman Hafez who
was famous among the group - may God have mercy on
him - began by reciting a verse from the Quran. The
Shaykh - may his innermost secret be preserved - went
into ecstasy and people’s eyes poured out fountains of
tears.
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Once the Shaykh'’s ecstasy and sama“ had concluded
and he had taken a seat, he inquired, “Aren’t you going
to ask me the reason for the sama“?” They said, “Shaykh,
please tell us.” The Shaykh said, “As | sat, | saw my son
Mohyioddin - may God have mercy on him - appear with
a light in his hand, and behind him was Shaykh Zahed -
may God preserve his spirit.” Mohyioddin came, kissed
my hand, and said: ‘Father, | have brought Shaykh Zahed
as an intercessor in order to convince you to do sama“.’
He put his hand on his throat, saying, ‘Do sama‘ for my
sake, and for the sake of Shaykh Zahed'’s intercession.’
Inevitably, | did sam&‘ on the direction and intercession
of Shaykh Zahed - may his spirit be preserved.”
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7 Shaykh Zahed Gilani (d. 1301) was Shaykh Saff’s own Sufi master, who had died long before Shaykh
Safi came to preside over the kind of community that is being described in this incident.
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We sing, desiring thoughts of that friend.

The beauty of the beloved’s face is our life’s delight.
My life’s wages are the steady loss that is the night of
separation.

On market day, let us all get to work to meet him
(Ardabilt, 1997, 649-650).
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Farrokh Qavval (singer) said that once the Shaykh - may
God preserve his innermost secret - took the hand of
Pireh ‘Ezzoddin and took him home. He told me this too
so that I also went to his place. There, he lay with nothing
on his body except a sheet. He did not have a shirt, belt,
or outer cloak. He indicated to me, “Farrokh, recite
something!” | recited:

AWl a8 e gl oS 58 Jlgd 238
P ESERIPRCI YL ¢) ey w03
by als s Bl sl 351 g9
ool Syl o5 3y aal 5l ag038 oS5
a9 53l 9 ol 9 358 iy 208
35038 wylal.cunld Syle o5 3 g0
ipailedy «ylody iax B8 S

Everyone who, on the path to truth, has no mark left from
reality,

The world’s leader has come, he is guide to humans and
the jinn.
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The Shaykh - may his innermost secret be preserved -
went into great ecstasy, stood up, and did vigorous
sama‘. | was beset with a great apprehension that the
sheet would accidentally come apart and reveal his
blessed body. | kept my eyes on this. However, the two
edges of the sheet remained stuck to each other such
that one would think that they had been sown together.
They never came apart at all until the ecstasy reached its
end and he sat down.
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We have become naked, losing the stranger’s dress.

The unseen hand is the instrument that maintains our
decency.

Love is now in control, as long as separation remains the
life,

Our intellect and consciousness are for meeting the
Beloved

(Ardabilt: 1997, 651).
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3. Conclusionary Remarks

While the excerpts that I have translated are small samples of Islamic discussions
about dance, they touch upon issues we can find debated widely in the larger
literature. From these we get a sense for dance as an exceptionally potent human
activity. This can be gathered both from the positive evaluations of dance, and
from the implied criticism that the work on Rami in particular aims to address.
Those who objected to dance also understood it as being transformative, although
in an improper direction. Sufi supporters of dance attempted to counter this by
insisting on the importance of context. They agreed that dance for carnal pleasure
was reprehensible. Nevertheless, when undertaken as a response to divine and
appropriately authoritative calling, dance was a means for achieving the highest
religious ends.
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Among Sufis invested in dance, the activity helped to define the community.
In both cases I have presented, dance is shown to come to the great masters as a
kind of divine gift. Riimi and Safi were extraordinary men, who ‘entered into dance’
spontaneously as expected under hagiographical convention. Their followers, who
took these descriptions as prescriptions, were compelled to recreate the desired
ecstasy in dance through cultivation. Elaborate performances, such as those done
by the Mevievis, were inspired by Ramf’s words and stories, but required years of
training for practitioners to execute adequately. The disciplined effort to recreate
Ramf’s dance made it a signature act that was crucial to the community’s religious
ethos and was its marker for outsiders.

In stories about Safi, we see dance as a connector between members of a Sufi
community separated by generations. He gave up dance when a beloved disciple
died, and came back to it when a disciple (a generation after him) and his master
(a generation before him) both beseeched him to do so. Transposed into groups
surrounding Shaykh Safi and his successors, the imperative to dance helped to
maintain the community’s traditions over time.

Dance had the potential to invite people to a community, as well as to restrict
their access. We can see this in the story of the woman who was not allowed to see
Safi dancing because of her gender. The lack of visual access did not mean that she
could not join the community or become SafTs disciple. However, the fact that dance
is a corporeal practice meant that it interfaced with other social norms pertaining
to bodies, such as those concerning gender. A parallel situation occurred among
men in the story about the disciple’s apprehension regarding Safi become naked in
public. In this case, an unseen power saved the master from being deprived of his
dignity while still being able to dance.

To dance requires space, which makes the action a means for sanctifying locations.
All the places Shaykh Safi is said to have inhabited, from temporary abodes to the site
of his grave, were made sacred from what descended on him from God during his
dance. Since all these venues acted as places of pilgrimage for his followers, his dance
was a perpetual source of blessing during his life and after (Rizvi: 2010). In a similar
vein, throughout the centuries, the establishment of Mevlevi hospices around the
world has required creating spaces to dance. The Mevlevi community’s placement
in the physical world has therefore been mediated through the practice (Journal
of Ottoman Studies: 1994). Altogether, between the issues I have highlighted, the
focus on dance is an important venue from which to understand and examine the
history of Sufi ideas and practices.
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