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a work of two registers: 

Mukabele, private and public 

abstract

The Mevlevi sema, usually described as the dance of the whirling dervishes, can be 
understood to be both a private transformational passage and a public performance 
with theatrical dimensions. The exceptional commitment and effort that it requires 
evolves a participant’s deep focus towards one’s interior. At the same time, the commit-
ment to welcoming guests as witnesses to the ceremony ensures that the practice remains 
connected to the wider world. What is created through the balance of these two dimen-
sions? What is made possible by the ceremony’s dynamic relationship, in which the 
participants’ immersion in personal transformation contributes towards an aesthetic 
composition for onlookers? I explore these questions with reference to the propositions 
of Jerzy Grotowski, whose transcultural vision seeded my three decades of embodied 
practice as research and my arrival at participation in the Mevlevi sema in London.

Mukabele at the study society

I turn and my parents’ faces appear before me. I grow anxious about the 
turner ahead of me; ‘He is lost to us all.’ I feel my father in me and my 
mother in me. My heart fills. I open up. I do not hide. I follow my hand 
which is always disappearing. All the turners pass before my gaze. My 
heart opens. My head turns left. My twisting feet turn me. I turn on.

In 2014, I graduated from training to become a participant in the practice 
commonly known as the dance of the whirling dervishes.1 I do so at Colet 

	 1.	 	I	attended	a	guest	
mukabele in	January	
2012	and	began	
participating	in	‘slow	
turning’	(a	preparatory	
practice)	in	January	
2013.	I	graduated	as	a	
turner	in	mukabele	in	
February	2014.
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House in west London, home of the Study Society, where the practice has 
been present since 1963. The society was founded as a place for develop-
ment of the teaching and practices brought to London by Russian émigré P. 
D. Ouspensky (1878–1947), a holistic philosopher and erstwhile student of 
the radical mystic G. I. Gurdjieff (1866–1949), both of whom sought to lead 
people towards an awakening shift of consciousness. After Ouspensky’s death 
the society continued under the leadership of Dr Francis Roles (1901–82), who 
pursued the formers’ instructions to forego his experimentations and instead 
seek out practices from extant cultures that might offer experiences of tran-
scendence and opportunities for personal evolution. Chance encounters inter-
linked the society membership with a young Turkish whirling dervish visiting 
England. An exchange commenced that led to the practice being taught to the 
Society’s members by Resuhi Byakra under the direction of his sheik Munir 
Celebi. This arrangement carried the proviso that the practice be maintained  
by the Society as taught with no modifications. At the time, the dance of the 
whirling dervishes in Turkey was only permitted at secular cultural events 
and state legislation in Turkey sustains this ruling today. Today, we practice at 
Colet House under the spiritual authority of Munir Celebi’s female descend-
ant Gulsan Celebi.

The so-called dance of the whirling dervish is the sema (ceremony) of the 
Mevlevi Sufi order, founded by the followers of the mystic and poet Rumi. It is 
formerly called mukabele, meaning ‘coming face to face’ (Study Society 2017). 
During the mukabele the participants, dressed in long white robes, circle the 
room while spinning on one leg with their arms uplifted. The turning, as we 
name it, is a form of dhikr (a ritual for ‘remembering’ the divine). At Colet 
House, men and women of diverse ages, ethnicities, nationalities and beliefs 
turn together. Twice a week we practice, without dressing in our robes. On 
alternate weeks, the full ceremony of the mukabele is held.

The exceptional discipline that turning requires evolves a deep focus 
simultaneously directed both inwards (towards one’s interior) and outwards 
(to one’s surroundings). The mukabele reaches its apex in the conclud-
ing fourth salam (period of whirling), when we each turn on place. There 
is an exceptional shift in music at the close of this salam. The driving drums 
and strident song give way to a solitary instrument’s haunting lament. The 
turners turn on, until the recitation of a Quaranic sura (chapter) calls them 
to stillness. Once a month, these moments are exposed to an audience of 
general public, who we welcome to Colet House as our guests to witness 
the mukabele, free of any charge. On such occasions, the ceremony, therefore, 
can be understood to be a private passage by the turners into a special state 
of awareness – different from the quotidian – witnessed by guests, who are 
mainly strangers. 

At the Study Society, the vital framework of the mukabele is impecca-
ble detail: turning is taught as a particularly precise practice. Its protocols 
extend to preparatory tasks, such as rituals of bathing and dressing. Moreover, 
within the ceremony itself every movement of each individual is rigorously 
proscribed to maximize on the biomechanical efficacy and meditative effect of 
the practice. Such precision equally seeks to ensure the comparative uniform 
anonymity of the turners, for at the same time as being an immersive partici-
patory practice the mukabele is also an event with visual aesthetic dimensions 
that engage onlookers and contribute to the turners’ deepening immersion 
in the ceremony. Details of dress, movement, music and voice are perma-
nently embedded in the protocols of the ceremony. They are intrinsic to the  
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practice; they are the fabric of its form, constructing the experience into which 
the turner enters. Their aesthetic affect is an inherent aspect of the mukabele 
and is not incidental. Crucially, however, the fixed position of the turners 
heads (either tilted to the right or turned to the left and their gaze focused 
downward or on their own left thumbnails, respectively) means that the only 
participant dervishes who see the ceremony are the semazen bashi (a senior 
turner who cues and monitors the turning) and, more panoramically, the 
sheikh (the head of the turning community) or his representative who stands 
still on the perimeter of the turning floor, until moving to the centre of the 
space during the fourth salam when he turns too.

Guests to the mukabale, however, have an overview of the whole of the 
ceremony – the grand progression from the initial static postures to the 
whirling of the fourth salam. Through their gaze, the actions of the turn-
ers gain a theatrical potential; that is, they become communications in the 
presence of an audience. Dominant discourse from within and without the 
Mevlevi community frames the turner’s actions with the capacity to become 
an embodiment of ecstatic abandon. This essay explores the layering of 
experience implied by the practice of turning in a guest mukabele, that is, 
the sensations of turning, the meditative journey induced and the simulta-
neous awareness of becoming a vision of whirling. While my experience is 
anchored in the detailed kinetic experience of the feat of turning (and the 
alterations of consciousness it seeds), the onlooker’s experience is anchored 

Figure 1: Turning at Colet House. Photographer: Emma Brown.
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in their sight of our whirling figures (indubitably replete with a myriad of 
symbolic resonances and attendant thoughts and feelings). I am interested 
in the dynamic created for me, as a practitioner, by this relationship between 
we turners and our guests.

Jerzy Grotowski and my path to mukabele

I position my participation in the mukabele as a development in my three 
decades of intercultural exploration of embodied practices. This enquiry began 
during my undergraduate studies and continues as interdisciplinary practice 
as research informed by the frameworks of performance studies, queer critical 
theory and somaesthetics. My practice (since first studies) has centred less on 
assuming a persona – ‘dramatic character acting’ per se – and more on enquiry 
into selfhood, so to speak. It is this that brought me to the turning.

Here, I explore my turning before the guests’ gaze with special reference 
to the propositions of Polish theatre practitioner Jerzy Grotowski (1933–51), 
whose seminal work inspired my own programme of embodied research. In 
his last years, Grotowski’s enquiry settled on how the disciplined work of 
performers might contribute to a deep and lasting personal transformation 
by integrating one’s spiritual search into embodied interactions. He remained 
open, however, to the possibility that this process might be embedded in a 
performance structured for witnesses, simultaneously offering to them a 
provocation to also engage in such a transformation. The mukabele might be 
understood as an activity of this order.

Last year, the connection between my current participation in the turn-
ing and the long quest of Grotowski and his associates became vivid. They 
sought to move beyond a superficial use of theatre as entertainment to use 
the art as a means to surpass conventional orthodoxies of belief or faith. In 
2016, I attended a five-day workshop with Rena Mirecka at the Grotowski 
Institute in Wroclaw, Poland.2 Mirecka was the principal woman in the acting 
ensemble with whom Grotowski achieved global recognition. During the 
1980s, Mirecka transitioned from making theatrical productions to leading 
participatory programmes. In these, she integrates aspects of actor train-
ing that she evolved with Grotowski with dynamic meditative practices 
drawn from the cultures of India, Native America and her native context of 
Catholic Poland. Mirecka invites people to join her programmes through an 
open letter on the Institute’s website. In it she says, ‘[a] disciplined practice 
of certain exercises and of concentration determines the proper condition 
[…] opening up a new dimension of consciousness, unblocking and open-
ing the heart’ (Grotowski Institute 2017). In published extracts from Mirecka’s 
notebooks journaling her work with Grotowski, she defines the concept of 
‘self-penetration’ around which he centred much of his acting pedagogy. 
Mirecka writes of the value of ‘excess: posing challenges to oneself stretch-
ing beyond our capacity and beyond attainment’ (Osiński 2014: 44). In a 1968 
interview published as ‘The Theatre’s New Testament’, Grotowski elaborated 
his concept of self-penetration. He promises that one who ‘is not afraid to 
go beyond all normally acceptable limits, attains a kind of inner harmony 
and peace of mind’ (2002: 45). Moreover, ‘by casting off his everyday mask, 
he makes it possible for the spectator to undertake a similar process of self-
penetration’ (Grotowski 2002: 34). Finally, he says the performer must ‘give 
oneself totally, in one’s deepest intimacy, with confidence, as one give’s 
oneself in love’ (Grotowski 2002: 38). 

	 2.	 Laboratory	
Karawanasun:	The	
School	of	Rena	Mirecka	
(Grotowski	Institute,	
Wroclaw:	16–20	July	
2016).
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Application to attend Mirecka’s workshop required me to give some 
indication of my prior experience and I detailed my turning practice. Whilst 
attending the workshop, during a tea break taken in the work-space, 
Mirecka asked me to speak about this experience. This was the first time 
I had spoken in public about turning. Mirecka’s great interest (and that 
of the other workshop participants) made me see anew what had begun 
to become familiar to me. In his book One Self, Phillip Jacobs (the current 
sheikh at Colet House) speaks of what he terms ‘feats’. He says, ‘[t]he expe-
rience of being taken to the edge of our selves is common in great feats of 
endurance such as mountaineering, polar exploration, and other difficult 
exploits. It is even one of the reasons why such feats are attempted’ (Jacobs 
2006: 85). Speaking of the turning to Mirecka at the Institute, I became 
acutely aware of the exceptional demands of the turning and how it is a feat 
that irrefutably challenges oneself to move beyond one’s perceived capacity. 
It might be understood to enact the self-penetration of which Grotowski 
spoke.

In addition to being a feat, however, the turning practice is also a quest. 
This aspect of embodied practice was a core pillar of Grotowski’s vision 
that I first experienced through my work with Zygmunt Molik (1930–2010). 
(Molik was Mirecka’s peer in Grotowski’s first ensemble.) My times with 
Molik (in the United Kingdom between 1989 and 1991) were my first 
direct engagements with the work of Grotowski’s circle. Interviews with 
Molik, published by Giuliano Campo, capture the language through which 
he guided his trainees. During our studio time with Molik, he urged us 
to work in a way that included but far exceeded the acquisition of tech-
nique or method. He oriented us towards centring on something he termed 
‘process’, in which, Molik said, ‘[y]ou explore something, you are doing your 
own research, your quest in the unknown’ (Campo and Molik 2010: 105). In 
his book with Campo, Molik expands, ‘the point is how to get [this process] 
on the surface of our life […] Because the process is very often only partly 
conscious, very often it’s unconscious […] It’s always something in statu 
nascendi’ (2010: 106, original emphasis). When teaching, Molik emphasized 
a constant ‘becoming’ through creative work – an inner search, rather than 
a focus on arriving, producing or presenting. Such an inner search is recur-
rent throughout the streams of work Grotowski seeded. When explain-
ing his departure from theatrical productions, Grotowski cited a question 
that the south Indian mystic Sri Ramana Maharshi posed to his disciples: 
‘who am I?’ Grotowski saw this question as an invaluable prompt to deeper 
exploration: 

more and more towards the source from which this feeling of ‘I’ appears. 
The more this source seems to be approached, the less the ‘I’ is. It is as if 
a river would turn and flow towards its source. And in the source, there 
is no longer a river?

(1997a: 255) 

In my experience, the principles of a great feat and a profound quest (which 
Grotowski and his colleagues sought) are evidently present in the practice of 
turning. Looking to the source of the self is the pervading focus of the practice. 
Indeed, the feat requires a constant search for an infinitesimal centre-point of 
balance and poise and this search is symbiotic with a simultaneous settling of 
the mind upon the question ‘who am I?’
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An autoethnographic lens

The embodied practices that I have explored have so engrossed and trans-
formed me that the parameters between professional and personal life have 
become dissolved. Therefore, although I did not begin turning as an academic 
project, I frame my turning practice (when writing in my professional capacity)  
as the kind of ‘embodied methodological practice’ that Tami Spry defines as 
autoethnography (2001: 706). Spry elaborates this definition to say that the 
authoethnographer is ‘the epistemological and ontological nexus upon which 
the process turns’ (2001: 711). In the case of this essay about my turning, this 
definition has an added literality. My autoethnography of turning offers the 
opportunity to develop a phenomenological analysis of the practice. I write 
with a clear historical context in place for both the Study Society’s and my 
own involvement with the practice, and yet I orient my study towards the 
mutable edge of experience in the moment of turning itself. 

Seeking to articulate the subtleties of this moment – being immersed in 
an unusually concentrated state and also creating a spectacle for others – I 
find myself aligning (in some aspects) with the approach of Maxine Sheets-
Johnstone in her seminal book The Phenomenology of Dance. Her topic is the 
concert dance of the modern American stage, a context quite remote from the 
mukabele at Colet House. She explains, however, the experience of her dancer 
in a way that helps me to elaborate the layers of turning as I experience the 
practice. Sheets-Johnstone states that a phenomenological analysis helps her 
develop a ‘description of movement as it is lived through’ (2015: xxxiii). A key 
idea to which she frequently returns in her book is that ‘what is expressed in 
[…] dance is irreducible to particular movements’ (Sheets-Johnstone 2015: 
xxxv). She rejects a bio-mechanical focus on isolated small aspects of the whole 
configuration. She alerts us to the distorting reduction implicit in such an 
attempt to escape the holistic overview of dance. Sheets-Johnstone urges us to 
remain attentive to the overall impact of the phenomena in toto. I proceed with 
her proposition to suggest that it is only by consistently addressing the totality 
of turning that the processes and affect of the mukabele can be fully understood. 

My autoethnography also embraces the perspective of Sabine Koch and 
Diana Fischman, who (citing Fran Levy) state that ‘movement is presymbolic 
but paradoxically full of meaning’ (2011: 61). Turning is undoubtedly an acro-
batic feat of precarious balance and sophisticated spatial awareness while one’s 
vision is impaired and one’s raised arms are increasingly fatigued. Yet reflection 
on that feat instantly stimulates our inherent tendency to seek out human drives 
and motivations; we seek potential meaning in human movement, including 
extremely abstracted activities such as turning. Writing together, John Evans, 
Brian Davies and Emma Rich suggest that this ‘meaning potential’ in movement 
includes both ‘somatic and semiotic’ dimensions (2009: 394). This observation 
particularly helps refine the focus of this essay: it is an enquiry into how my 
awareness of the semiotic potential of my turning, for our guests at the mukabele 
and for myself, interfaces with my immediate somatic experience of turning. I 
propose that the meaning of turning is created by this confluence. The fourth 
salam of the mukabele is the optimum instant to explore this proposition. 

A shift of consciousness

It is explained to our mukabele guests (in an address based on Resuri 
Bhakara’s speech before the first mukabele in New York) that each salam 
represents a distinct phase of learning or discovery; ‘[t]he first period 
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of turning represents religion, the second finding the Order or Way, the 
third finding Reality, and the fourth finding knowledge for, and in himself’ 
(1968: 1). The fourth salam of the mukabele is named Marifat. W. E. Shepard 
explains that ‘Ma’rifa is the direct and intimate knowledge we have when 
we have become acquainted with a person […] the love a lover has for his 
or her beloved’ (2014: 176). In a talk given to trainee turners at Colet House, 
Jacobs described the fourth salam as representing entry to the divine level 
of human experience, which is the ‘ground of all being’ experienced as inner 
stillness (2016).

Integrating these concepts one might say that in the fourth salam all 
comes to turn upon a single axis, in which time and space dissolve in the 
eternal revolutions of the turning; all centres on the instant. One’s reflective 
consciousness comes face to face with one’s embodied presence and each 
turner is led to an intimate immediate knowledge of one’s self as the funda-
ment of experience. Importantly, although turning is oriented towards a reali-
zation of spiritual dimensions of selfhood it is the very physicality of the feat 
that offers the turner access to a qualitative shift of experience. Alam Din, 
a British sufi, is quoted by Pnina Werbner describing the paradox of dhikr. 
Din says, ‘[a]fter dhikr you physically feel very tired, if you’ve done it prop-
erly, but mentally and spiritually you feel very enlightened, you feel as if a 
burden has been taken off you […] it broadens the mind, it opens’ (Werbner 
2006: 138).To succeed in the technical feat of turning I must sink into my 
embodied presence. I must become anchored, balancing stably on one leg 
and (ultimately) turning on one spot. In addition, in order to progress in the 
quest of the practice I must become settled in the infinitesimal instant of the 
present moment, which is exactly the focus that the feat of turning requires 
and inspires. Turning is a deeply physical practice and its spiritual dimension 
is because and not despite of this. In his book Rumi’s Four Essential Practices, 
Will Johnson shares a telling anecdote on this matter: ‘someone once offered 
a dervish a totally bodiless soul but the dervish just whispered back in his ear 
no thanks’ (2010: 94). At the Study Society, the great feat of turning brings 
me tangible physical experience of the perpetual transience of the infinitesi-
mal present instant, and through this, a greater understanding of my selfhood 
emerges. 

The friction caused by the challenges of the feat of turning makes one’s 
physicality exceptionally available to reflection. In the Mevlevi sema, turning 
is a fixed repertoire of actions requiring no individual innovation. This repe-
tition allows a shift of awareness less readily accessed in more flexible and 
variant movement practices. Changing novelty can eclipse the revelations 
made possible when one’s experience is measured against a constant and 
acute discipline. Helen Oates, our turning teacher at Colet House, speaks 
of ‘disappearing into the dance’ (2016). This is an invitation to experience 
what Sheets-Johnstone’s (considering her concert dancers’ process) calls 
‘the lived experience of sheer movement’ (2015: 112). When being taught 
to turn, Oates asks us to give all attention to the experience of turning – 
attending to the vital details of the technique but with minimal discursive 
thought. Instead, one bears witness to the lived experience of the prac-
tice, allowing it to fill up one’s consciousness. Mindfulness and movement 
become one. Sheets-Johnstone’s analysis of concert dance proposes that 
such an experience is to be found at ‘the point at which the body ceases to 
be an object manipulated toward a given end and becomes, instead, a lived 
meaning or a lived experience of meaningful gestures’ (2015: 21). Sandra 
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Reeve works with experiential and therapeutic movement practices. In her 
book, Nine Ways of Seeing a Body, her use of phenomenology echoes Sheets-
Johnstone’s analysis. Reeve proposes that a somatic sensibility of self comes 
through a mode of perception in which ‘notions of body as a subject or body 
as an object merge into one dynamic experience of I/me-in-movement’ 
(2011: 29). 

Oate’s urge for us to ‘disappear into the dance’ (or to merge one’s reflec-
tive mind with one’s somatic sensation) need not, however, imply a loss 
of consciousness on the part of us turners. Indeed, Jacobs points trainee 
turners away from understanding the mukabele as inducing any dissociative 
state or a loss of self-control. Instead, he suggests that turning supports 
the attainment of an expanded awareness in which one discovers a part 
of oneself that is in deep repose even while we are in great action (Jacobs 
2016). He proposes that behind our ever-changing states is something 
within us that is changeless. He says that, as in an actor’s dramatic perfor-
mance, there is a part of one’s self not immersed in the action; this part 
quietly observes all that comes to pass. This understanding became increas-
ingly important to Grotowski. In a key statement about his last phase of 
work he says: 

Figure 2: Turning at Colet House. Photographer: Emma Brown.
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[t]here is an I-I. The second I is quasi-virtual […] it’s like an immobile 
look; a silent presence like the sun which illuminates things – and that’s 
all. […] I-I: in experience the couple does not appear as separate, but as 
full, unique. […] I-I does not mean to be cut in two but to be double. The 
question is to be passive in action and active in seeing […] persistence 
and respect for detail are the rigor which allow to become present the I-I.

(Grotowski 1997b: 378)

The unique ‘I-I’ compound word that Grotowski uses comes from Maharshi, 
who says: 

[w]hen the mind in the form of the ego, which takes the body for the 
Self and strays outwards, is curbed within the Heart, the sense of ‘I’ in 
the body relinquished, and enquiry made with a still mind as to who it is 
that dwells in the body, a subtle illumination will be experienced as ‘I-I’.

(2015: 28)

What Jacobs, Grotowski and Maharshi describe is a special shift of conscious-
ness emergent through immersion in the instant of experience. My experi-
ences at the Study Society suggest that the taxing feat of turning can offer 
such a shift. Such a shift is not found through striving for it but rather through 
surrender to the inescapable difficultness of the feat. Moving forward I want 
to explore how seating one’s awareness in one’s heart might be understood 
to permit the feat of turning and to further its quest and how the guests’ 
presence brings forward ‘heartfulness’. To do so, I consider first what kind of 
practitioner–witness relationship the mukabele builds.

‘Art as vehicle’ and ‘art as presentation’

Is it possible to see the mukabele as an example of ‘Art as vehicle’? Grotowski 
developed this term from a peer’s commentary on his work. Theatre director 
Peter Brook suggests that Grotowski ceased creating public performances – or 
what might be called ‘Art as presentation’ – to explore instead performance as 
a vehicle to access spiritual terrain. Brook said:

[t]he spiritual traditions of the whole history of mankind have always 
needed to develop their own specific forms, for nothing is worse than a 
spirituality that is vague and generalised […] one of the vehicles which 
allows man to have access to another level of perception is to be found 
in the art of performance.

(1997: 383)

Grotowski embraced Brook’s analysis and spoke of his later work as ‘Art as 
vehicle’, which he noted was ritual proper and quite different from ritualized 
drama, ceremonial events or participatory improvisations. Grotowski explains 
(in his essay at the close of a book by his artistic heir Thomas Richards):  
‘[w]hen I refer to ritual, I speak of its objectivity; this means that the elements 
[…] are the instruments to work on the body, the heart and the head of the 
doers’(Grotowski 1995: 122, original emphasis). Grotowski’s lexicon explains 
that ‘Art as vehicle’ involves ritual, which is a performance whose undertak-
ing has an objective effect on the doers. Furthermore, in the early 1980s (when 
commencing his most wide-reaching intercultural research), Grotowksi spoke 
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of how ritual permits ‘the movement which is repose’ (what he later termed 
I-I, or to be passive in action and active in seeing), stating that this experi-
ence in ritual is not accompanied by ‘hallucinations or vision, miracle, or the 
feeling that you are the cosmos’, but rather it is ‘something incredibly simple’ 
(Grotowski 1997a: 264). For Grotowski, ‘Art as vehicle’ is dependent on disci-
pline, precision and simplicity. 

Grotowski understood ‘Art as vehicle’ to sit at the opposite end of the 
performance continuum from what he termed ‘Art as presentation,’ that which 
in daily speak we term theatre – a play, a drama, a dance show. In both the 
modes of ‘Art as vehicle’ and ‘Art as presentation’, the actions of the doer are 
ordered according to the effects they stimulate. The actions are sequenced as 
interlinked moments of meaning. The result of this process Grotowski calls 
the ‘montage’. He determines that ‘Art as presentation’ creates this montage 
in the perception of the spectators, while ‘Art as vehicle’ creates this montage 
‘in the artists who do’ (Grotowski 1995: 120, original emphasis). Yet despite this 
distinction, Grotowski kept connections open in his work between ‘Art as 
vehicle’ and ‘Art as presentation’. He regularly invited select groups of young 
theatre makers to witness his last opus of performance work, but welcomed 
them as observers to a ritual and not as the audience of a drama, a play or a 
dance show (Grotowski 1995: 131). Grotowski acknowledged, however, that 
‘Art as vehicle’ (although not made for theatrical presentation) can have an 
effect upon witnesses. He writes; 

[r]itual is a time of great intensity; provoked intensity; life then becomes 
rhythm. […] The witnesses enter into states of intensity because, so to 
say, they feel presence and this is thanks to Performer who is a bridge 
between the witness and this something. In this sense, Performer is 
pontifex, maker of bridges.

(Grotowski 1997b: 377, original emphasis)

Grotowski acknowledged the ritual performer’s capacity to evoke a state of 
intensity in the witness, although the actions performed in ritual are structured 
to effect the doer. This is ‘Art as vehicle’. In contrast, the actions performed in 
theatre are structured to effect an audience. This is ‘Art as presentation’. In the 
latter, Grotowksi explains, ‘an effect appears in the perception of the spectator, 
a vision, a certain story; to some degree the performance appears not on the 
stage but in the perception of the spectator’ (Grotowski 1995: 120). Despite 
the distinctions that Grotowski made between ‘Art as vehicle’ and ‘Art as pres-
entation’, he posed a provocation in his last significant essay: ‘Can one work 
on two registers in the same performative structure? On Art as presentation 
(the making of the public performance) and, at the same time, on Art as vehi-
cle?’ (1995: 132). I suggest that the mukablele is such a structure. It is a ritual 
whose capacity to elicit affect in witnesses is because of the turners’ personal 
transformation. 

It is possible to see us turners at Colet House as doers of ritual actions, 
as performers of ‘Art as vehicle’. As such each turner becomes a pontifex. 
Guests at our mukabele witness the feat of the turning and the intensity and 
rhythmicality of the ceremony’s detailed and disciplined performative struc-
ture. They hear a welcome speech, describing the ceremony’s progression to the 
fourth salam, which frames the turner’s actions as bridging the physicality of the 
present place to another order of experience ‘beyond’. Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee  
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is a British-born mystic of the Naqshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya Sufi Order now 
living and teaching in California. His book Sufism: The Transformation of the 
Heart does not address turning per se. He explains, however, that through 
the action of Sufi dhikr; ‘[w]e bring our own divinity into consciousness. This 
divinity is both a state of union and a state of prayer and praise’ (Vaughan-Lee 
1995: 64). Vaughan-Lee here speaks of two states: union and prayer-praise. 
His description, from within a discrete and particular Sufi lineage, suggests a 
state of consciousness that is resonant with the ‘doubled’ consciousness that 
Grotowski’s experimentalism explored. I-I said Grotowski does not manifest 
when the doer dissolves into an experience of merging wholly with divinity: 
I-I emerges through the doer’s grounded and persistent focus on the details 
of physical actions. A similar proposition about a doubled awareness is also 
found in Shems Ira Friedlander’s commentary on his collection of vivid photo-
graphs of the turning practice, Rumi and the Whirling Dervishes. Friedlander 
emphasizes that the turner’s quest for divine union does not mean discon-
nection from the phenomena of tangible physicality, but a reformation of that 
experience.

The semazen shifts his centre of gravity, and when the centre of gravity is 
shifted to the world of malakout, the spiritual world, by means of the zikr 
one is also more present in the world of mulk, the world of duality, the 
world of choice, but in a different way.

(2003: 89, original emphasis)

Finally, although in Sufism: The Transformation of the Heart Vaughan-Lee does 
not address turning he does speak of another aspect of the doubled awareness 
that I have experienced during mukabele. He speaks of the sufi experiencing 
‘solitude in the crowd – outwardly to be with the people, inwardly to be with 
God’ (Vaughan-Lee 1995: 120).

The ideas of a doubled awareness that I am gathering here can be grounded 
through closer reference to my experiences of turning. These experiences are 
comparable to those that Sheets-Johnstone posits are those of the ‘dancer 
dancing the dance’ when ‘the qualitative dynamics [of the dance] are felt 
kinaesthetically’ (2015: xii). But when turning, my awareness expands beyond 
my immediate sensation of my limbs in motion to include my awareness of 
turning with others in a deliberate and careful configuration of rhythm and 
space. In Sheets-Johnstone’s analysis of concert dance this is when the dancer 
acquires a ‘sense of being an integral part of a harmonious created dynamic 
form’ (2015: xxx). Crucially, on the occasions that our guests attend the muka-
bele, I am also aware that I am (to borrow Sheets-Johnstone’s terms) ‘perform-
ing that harmonious created dynamic form for others’ (2015: xxx). Two further 
nuances also need to be added. As Sheets-Johnstone notes of her concert 
dancer, I too am aware of the witnesses perceiving me as a ‘dancer dancing 
the dance’ – or a dervish in full whirl – and also that the qualitative dynamics 
that I principally perceive kinaesthetically (as I turn) can be perceived visually 
by them (2015: xii). In summary, as I turn I sense the motion of my body and 
the whole form of the mukabele. I sense, too, that this whole and my experi-
ence of it is witnessed by our guests. I understand that their experience is to a 
considerable degree one of an arresting visual phenomenon. Their experience 
is not a somatic experience of the kind that I experience – a suggestion to 
which I will return.
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The forM And MeAninG of The MuKabele

To this point, Sheets-Johnstone’s analysis somewhat helps articulate the layers 
of perception that enfold my turning in the fourth salam of a guest mukabele. 
Her focus, however, is on Western concert dance – that is, contemporary or 
modern dance performed on a theatre stage. Her analysis centres on concepts 
of expression through such dance, in which the physical mass of the body 
that is a centre of actual force in daily movement becomes a centre of virtual 
force in dance (Sheets-Johnstone 2015: 26). She elaborates that her ques-
tions are about ‘how virtual force emanates from an actual body [and] how 
the body becomes a symbol within the total phenomenon of illusion’ (Sheets-
Johnstone 2015: 35). I understand that when turning before guests my actions 
gain a symbolic resonance for these witnesses. What I suggest, however, is 
that such a process does not necessarily infer a passage from the actual to the 
virtual of the kind that Sheets-Johnstone observes in concert dance. In her 
analysis this passage arises because of the ‘difference between symptomatic 
or referential expression of feeling and symbolic expression of feeling’ (2015: 
54). When turning, I am centred on the feat of turning and I am not seeking 
to express anything. I understand the symbolic resonance that arises from my 
turning to be as a consequence of my practice. This resonance, however, is not 
an accidental or an incidental effect: I am participating in a long-evolved and 
highly ‘narrated’ hereditary practice, which, over the centuries, has acquired 
layers of meaning and significance through commentaries from within and 
without the Mevlevi community. Yet at the same time, the symbolic resonance 
of my turning is not a consequence of me seeking to effect the guests at a 
mukabele; as I turn, I am focused upon the feat and quest of turning, not on its 
semiotic or theatrical resonance.

Sheets-Johnstone’s dancer on the Western stage is ‘unmoved effectively 
[…] being wholly in the qualitative dynamics of movement itself’ (2015: xxi). 
When turning, like her dancer, I am primarily immersed in the sensation of 
the feat, while also being aware of my fellow turners, of the mukabele as a 
formation of movement and of the guests present. Importantly, however, I am 
affected by my own dance because although turning is a feat grounded in a 
close focus on the rigour of a tangible physical challenge it is also a quest for 
something revealed through this action. Using terms acquired through my 
work with Molik, turning is both about ‘being in the room […] having contact 
with the floor’ and, through this, a ‘meeting with the unknown.[…] looking 
for the unknown, naming the quest for the unknown and trying to be in the 
unknown. All this creates the form’ (Campo and Molik 2010: 41). This combi-
nation of discipline and investment, of feat and quest, is what makes the 
form of the turning more than an acrobatics (of balance, endurance and coor-
dination) although not free expression per se. While the actions of turning 
are carefully prescribed, my practice involves me in a journey through these 
details towards something that cannot be prescribed or detailed by others 
or communicated to others. Sheets-Johnstone suggests, ‘[t]he dancer intuits 
her movement as a perpetual revelation of […] a sheer form-in-the-making 
[…] And her intuition of the import of that form is the same as that of the 
audience’ (2015: 57). I do not believe that this is true for our mukabele guests 
and I for I am inside the sheer form-in-the-making and they are outside of 
it. For me, the sheer form-in-the-making is kinetic and somatic in a way 
that involves the immediate sensations of proprioception and it is to this 
that my attention is inexorably drawn. For them, experiences of kinaesthetic  
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empathy may make the mukabele far more than a visual and semiotic experi-
ence, but their experience is not that of being immersed in an ever-shifting 
and challenging whirl of action. The distance between these realms of experi-
ence is distinct. Moreover, and perhaps more crucially, the ultimate meaning 
of my turning is not knowable in rational terms, and so cannot be deliberately 
inscribed by me in my turning. It can only be caught by me as intimations 
in my heart stirred by the mukabele and too subtle to capture in words or 
gestural signals.

My heart opens

I use the word heart quite definitely. During the opening sections of the muka-
bele we tilt our head to the right and drop our gaze. We centre our attention 
inwards. At Colet House, we speak of looking into our ‘hearts’. The technique 
of turning is founded on a set of simple but difficult physical actions. The 
combination of posture, footwork and gaze carries the turner into a constant 
and stable spin. Moreover, this feat must be coordinated with that of all the 
other turners, and ceased in unison on subtle musical cues. Such coordination 
of body and mind might easily make the practice an impressive accomplish-
ment rather like a technical trick. It is the centring of the turners into their 
hearts that leads away from this outcome. The turner is encouraged to open to 
the effects of the practice and consequently to become increasingly immersed 
in the stream of feeling that emerges. 

Last night, as we do before dressing for each ceremony, we stood in 
readiness holding our white robes. We bowed low and kissed the floor, 
then kissed our white robes. My elderly parents’ faces appeared before 
me and a pang of sadness to think of their deaths. Our white robes 
represent our shrouds and the mukabele is replete with a range of refer-
ences that evoke parallels between mortal death and spiritual liberation. 
There were many turners last night and the dance floor was very full.  
In the fourth salam I grew anxious; the turner ahead of me had his head 
thrown back and his arms curving inward. ‘He is lost to us all’, I fret-
ted, ‘He doesn’t know I am here.’ Tension gripped my lips, and I felt my 
father’s particularity in me. A countering chuckle rose inside me, and I 
felt my mother’s independence. I felt my parents in me, I felt my mortal-
ity, and my heart filled. I opened up, letting go into the moment and 
letting out my experience. I did not hide. I let the affect rise. 

We are taught to look after the turner in front of us so that each of us will 
have enough space to turn freely. Momentum to turn comes from placing 
my right foot over my left. My spinning trajectory is sustained by sending my 
outstretched left arm back behind me. Gazing at my thumb nail, held at eye 
height, I turn to follow my left hand, which is always disappearing. My left arm 
is stretched wide and my right arm is raised high, and so my chest is wide open. 
My open heart is literally the detail that connects me to my fellow turners,  
for when my arms are open my gaze is level and my awareness spreads hori-
zontally around the hall. All the turners pass before my gaze, hazy but visi-
ble. Beyond them, I am aware of the guests. My heart – both physical and 
emotional – opens to my fellow turners and to our guests, ensuring a steady 
and considerate progression through the ceremony and opening a connection 
between my inner experience and the outer world. 
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Turning in the context

A particular critique has been levelled at Grotowski and others who have 
followed his modes of research and it might legitimately be directed at my 
own research practice. The concern raised is that a transcultural search for 
the essential principles of performance can ameliorate important distinc-
tions of historical and cultural contexts. This essay recruits Sheets-Johnstone’s 
phenomenological engagement to explore turning ‘as a whole’ in order to 
avoid a biomechanical reductionism. Yet, it might be argued that the combi-
nation of Grotowski’s transcultural vision and Sheets-Johnstone’s phenom-
enological lens amounts to a disconnection; it might be argued that such 
pairing leads me towards an analysis of my turning practice that removes vital 
socio-political context. This inclination in my analysis, and my awareness of 
it, reflects a shift occurring in the Study Society, which is in transition from 
a private members’ organization into our new public charity form. Whereas 
guests to mukabele once came only by invitation, it is now an open door. 
The Society now has a website and various Facebook pages and the guest 
mukabele is a key aspect of the Society’s public face. Indeed, in the summer 
of 2016 social media interest produced a sudden large growth in the number 
of guests for mukabele. I complete this essay with acknowledgement that at 
Colet House, turning with me, and arriving as guests at mukabele, are many 
people who are recent or long-time émigrés from many different nations and 
faiths who arrived in London seeking a different order of life. As I continue 
to open my heart, to centre myself and to connect to my fellow turner’s and 
guests, I open gradually towards a wider panorama. This expansion invites me 
to consider how my turning is positioned in the context of global contempo-
rary affairs. Moreover, writing this essay urges me to deepen the ethnographic 
dimension of my research and to consider how my turning enmeshes with the 
metropolis and nation in which I live.

To summarize and synthesize the different strands of my essay, I return 
to Grotowski’s essay in Richard’s book. Here, Grotowski speaks of hori-
zontality and verticality. Reviewing his arrival at his final phase of work he 
observes that his research had at points become fixed in what he calls the 
‘horizontal plane’ of ‘vital forces, prevalently corporeal and instinctive’ (1995: 
121). He proposes that this plane ought not to predominate in one’s practice 
but serve as a ‘runway’ from which one can move on to ‘action above [that] 
plane’ (Grotowski 1995: 121, original emphasis). Grotowski proposes that ‘Art 
as vehicle’ is a departure from the ‘horizontal’ and a movement towards ‘verti-
cality’, which is an ascent towards refined experience and connection of that 
refined experience to one’s material substance: ‘All this is determined from the 
point of view of that verticality toward the subtle and of its (the subtle) descent 
towards the density of the body’ (1995: 130, original emphasis). Grotowski 
understands the connection, of the subtle to the dense, to be dependent on 
‘the quality of the details, on the quality of the action and the rhythm, on the 
order of the elements; all should be impeccable from the point of view of craft’ 
(1995: 126). Speaking of his work with hereditary performance practices he 
adds ‘ancient traditions give support in the construction of the rungs of that 
vertical ladder’ (Grotowski 1995: 126).

My contact with Grotowski’s lineage has led me to seek verticality. Without 
foregoing that quest, I open now towards the horizontality of my socio- 
political ‘body’. I see myself as a member of an intercultural group practicing 
turning in central London. I also embrace the horizontality of communal life. I 
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acknowledge that to turn effectively I must retain full awareness of my fellow 
turners about me and in this my awareness expands further to embrace our 
guests. Finally, returning to focus once more on my personal corporeal experi-
ence of turning, I see that horizontality is intrinsic to the practice.

I have been taught to ensure my left leg is upright and stable and my 
right hand raised high. Together, they define the vertical ‘pillar’ about 
which I rotate. My head turns left, to follow my left hand stretched far 
from me and seemingly always about to vanish behind me, thus enters 
the horizontality that drives my rotations. My pillar provides centripetal 
force, drawing me in. My wide arms and twisting feet give me centrifu-
gal force, opening me out. In balance, they create my turning.

I turn on, exploring the guest mukabele as holding in balance the verticality of 
‘Art as vehicle’ and the horizontality of ‘Art as presentation’.
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