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Abstract
This paper examines Cemal Oyunu, a seasonal masked ritual documented in rural Thrace, as a form of ritual dance and embodied social practice. Based on ongoing field documentation in villages of Tekirdağ, including oral-history interviews, local narratives, and photographs of ritual objects, the study focuses on movement, sound, disguise, processional circulation, temporary role transformation, and collective participation. The analysis uses performance, liminality, and embodied memory as interpretive concepts while maintaining a clear methodological limit: contemporary practice is not treated as proof of direct continuity from prehistory. Instead, Cemal Oyunu is used as an ethnographic anchor for considering how ritual action is produced through bodies and objects, and how movement may leave material traces relevant to archaeological interpretation. The paper argues that the ritual's social force lies in the interaction of body, costume, rhythm, sound, village space, and communal memory.
Keywords: Cemal Oyunu; ritual dance; embodied memory; liminality; ethnoarchaeology; Thrace
Publication note. A related preprint previously discussed liminality, embodied memory, and social cohesion (Ercan, 2026). The present research report develops the distinct structure and argument of the paper delivered at the Athens Congress, with added emphasis on performance, cultural continuity, field documentation, and the limits of ethnoarchaeological interpretation.
1. Introduction
Cemal Oyunu is a traditional village performance documented in Thrace, especially in the Marmara region of Türkiye. Its local forms vary, but accounts commonly refer to masked or animal-like figures, bells and other sound-producing objects, music, rhythmic movement, improvised speech, house-to-house circulation, comic or violent encounters, and scenes involving death, return, fertility, or communal renewal. These elements place the practice within the broader field of village spectacle and ritual performance discussed in Turkish folklore and theatre research (And, 1974; İçyar, 2016; Tekerek, 2007). A related camel-performance tradition among Amuca communities in Thrace further demonstrates the regional importance of animal embodiment and processional enactment (Engin, 1997).
The central question of this study is how Cemal Oyunu can be interpreted as a ritual dance practice. Here, dance is not limited to codified steps or stage aesthetics. It refers more broadly to patterned bodily action organized through rhythm, repetition, sound, space, and collective timing. This definition allows the ritual to be examined as choreography even when it does not use a fixed sequence or written script.
The paper also asks whether a contemporary performance can contribute to archaeological thinking. The answer proposed here is deliberately cautious. Cemal Oyunu cannot prove the meaning of a prehistoric object or establish an unbroken line of continuity from the ancient past. It can, however, demonstrate how objects, bodies, sound, spatial circulation, and social participation become integrated in ritual action. In this sense, it offers an ethnographic framework for asking more precise questions about material traces of performance.
2. Scope and Method
This research report is based on an ongoing study combining literature review with field documentation in Tekirdağ, Çanakkale and surrounding villages. The field material includes conversational oral-history interviews with local participants and witnesses, local narratives about past performances, and documentation of objects associated with the ritual, including bells, masks, headpieces, costumes, sticks, and animal-like disguises. The interview format allowed narrators to describe the sequence, meanings, and emotional atmosphere of the event in their own terms.
The study uses three connected concepts. Performance refers to an action organized before and with others through body, time, space, and attention. Liminality describes the temporary in-between condition in which ordinary identities and rules are suspended or transformed (Turner, 1969). Embodied memory refers to knowledge carried through repetition, imitation, gesture, rhythm, and bodily participation rather than through writing alone. These concepts are interpretive tools, not claims that every village version has the same form or meaning.
Variation is therefore central to the method. Cemal Oyunu is treated neither as a single fixed choreography nor as a fossilized survival. Each remembered or continuing version belongs to a particular village, group, and historical setting. Comparison is used to identify recurring performative features while preserving local differences.
3. Cemal Oyunu as Ritual Performance
Cemal Oyunu transforms the village through the coordinated presence of performers, objects, spectators, and sound. The performers enter public space with altered bodies. Costumes, bells, masks, sticks, and animal-like forms separate them from ordinary identity. Their actions may include walking, shaking, jumping, turning, gesturing, approaching and withdrawing, threatening, joking, imitating animals, and enacting dramatic characters. Meaning is produced through the sequence and intensity of these actions rather than through movement alone.
The village is not a passive background. Streets, houses, gathering places, and thresholds become components of the performance. Repeated entry into a location, interaction with residents, receipt or negotiation of offerings, and departure create a processional structure. Each stop functions like a recurring choreographic phrase. As the group circulates, performance space expands from the individual body to the whole settlement.
Community members are likewise not merely spectators. They welcome, watch, follow, answer, laugh, fear, give, and remember. The ritual therefore depends on a relationship between those designated as performers and those who respond to them. Collective attention gives the transformed body its social force.
4. Movement, Sound, and Transformation
The dance dimension of Cemal Oyunu can be understood through four recurring relationships: body and disguise, body and sound, body and space, and body and collective memory. Disguise changes the visible form of the performer. Bells and other objects make the moving body audible. Processional circulation maps the ritual onto village space. Repetition transmits practical knowledge across generations.
Bells are particularly important because they are activated by movement. Without the body, the bell remains a material object; when worn, shaken, or carried, it becomes part of a sound-producing body. Rhythm is thus distributed across gesture, voice, percussion, footsteps, and costume. Improvised verses, blessings, comic insults, and pseudo-prayers can regulate attention and tempo, intensifying anticipation before a chase, confrontation, or revival scene.
Some local narratives remember meetings between Cemal groups as dangerous encounters that could exceed playful mock conflict. Such accounts connect bodily confrontation with fertility, strength, loss, or prestige. They should be read as situated oral histories rather than generalized as a rule for every performance. Even so, they show that movement can carry social risk and symbolic power: approaching, circling, threatening, resisting, falling, and returning become a vocabulary through which community memory is narrated.
5. Liminality, Embodied Memory, and Social Cohesion
During the ritual, performers are neither entirely ordinary villagers nor fully fictional beings. Disguise, darkness, noise, role reversal, and collective movement produce an in-between condition. Turner (1969) describes this temporary suspension or reorganization of ordinary structure as liminality. In Cemal Oyunu, liminality is not an abstract idea; it is produced through bodily and sensory means.
This temporary alteration can create communitas, a heightened experience of togetherness that emerges outside everyday hierarchy (Turner, 1969). Comic inversion, fear, laughter, staged death, and return allow tension to be enacted collectively. The ritual can therefore be understood as a social practice that renews belonging while negotiating uncertainty and seasonal or communal transition.
The continuity involved here is cultural and performative, not necessarily an unbroken historical survival. Knowledge persists because people remember how to assemble a disguise, attach bells, move as a group, follow a route, respond to an audience, and recognize the sequence of events. Such knowledge is embodied. It is learned by watching, doing, repeating, and narrating. This approach also supports the understanding of living ritual as intangible cultural heritage sustained through community practice (Oğuz, 2008; Örnek, 1977).
6. Ethnoarchaeological Relevance and Its Limits
Performance rarely survives archaeologically as a complete event. Bodies, movement, sound, and audience response disappear, leaving partial traces such as objects, images, wear patterns, spatial arrangements, and deposits. Ethnographic observation can help archaeologists imagine the relationships that once connected these traces, but it cannot assign a single meaning to them.
Cemal Oyunu is valuable because it demonstrates that an object may have several simultaneous roles. A bell may be costume, sound technology, identity marker, rhythmic device, and ritual instrument. A textile may conceal a human body while creating an animal-like figure. A street or house threshold may become a performative boundary. These examples encourage archaeology to ask not only what an object is, but how it might have moved, sounded, transformed a body, organized attention, or participated in a collective event.
The methodological boundary remains essential: formal similarity does not establish common origin, continuity, or identical meaning. The contribution of ethnoarchaeology is analogical and question-generating. Living practice helps reveal possible relationships among materiality, embodiment, and ritual action, while archaeological interpretation must remain grounded in the specific context of the evidence.
7. Conclusion
Cemal Oyunu should not be reduced either to local entertainment or to an unchanged survival from the distant past. It is a flexible ritual performance in which disguise, movement, sound, public circulation, dramatic action, and communal participation work together. Its choreographic logic lies in patterned relationships among bodies, objects, space, rhythm, and audience response.
Reading the practice as ritual dance makes visible the social work performed by the body. Movement activates costume and sound, produces temporary identities, organizes village space, and carries memory. Liminality and communitas help explain how the ritual creates a temporary world through which communities negotiate tension, belonging, uncertainty, and renewal.
For archaeology, the importance of Cemal Oyunu lies not in proving the past but in refining the questions asked of material evidence. The ritual demonstrates how performance may be distributed across bodies and objects, and how traces that appear separate in the archaeological record may once have belonged to a single sensory and collective event. The study therefore contributes to both dance research and ethnoarchaeological interpretation by treating movement as a primary form of social and cultural knowledge.
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