SPRING 2016 VOLUME 13

DANCE AS PLAY: HORON PERFORMANCE
IN THE HARVEST FEAST

Şebnem SÖZER ÖZDEMİR

Abstract
This study focuses on the habitual practice of Horon at the Black Sea Region in Turkey in
the context of a traditional harvest feast called Otçu Göçü Şenliği (Harvesters’ Migration
Feast). Horon is a rural-originated traditional movement practice, particular to the region
and it is the dominant activity in Otçu Göçü Şenliği, which is originally based on the local
seasonal cycle and is characterised by an annual postharvest journey to high plateaus
within the mountains. The discussion in this paper is based on the anthropological material
collected at İzmiş Harvest Feast, which took place at Beşikdüzü / Trabzon on August 25th,
2013. Although Otçu Göçü Şenliği can be said to bear basic characteristics of a calendrical
rite and Horon is usually studied within the scope of folk dance studies, this research
aims to look at the current realisation of Horon practice in the harvest feast by focusing
on the emic verb used by the actual performers to denote their activity, that is, ‘oyun’.
Although oyun in Turkish basically means play, it is also used to express all traditional
dance practices in the country. This study tries to look at the practice in question through
the lens of performance studies, which interpret play and ritual not in pure opposition, but in
close collaboration in creating a performance. It especially focuses on the ‘ﬂow experience’
created through the Horon performance in the feast as a result of intense playing, which
eventually leads to the emergence of a great sense of collective joy.
This research aims to discuss the Horon - a rural-originated movement practice particular to the
Eastern Black Sea Region in Turkey - in the context of a special type of traditional harvest feast,
which is widely practiced in the region. The feast in question, called in Turkish Otçu Göçü Şenliği
(Harvesters’ Migration Feast), is originally based on the seasonal cycle of agricultural work and
animal husbandry particular to the region, which includes an annual postharvest journey on foot
to high plateaus within the mountains. As a part of this journey, which takes place in midsummer,
people of one village ﬁnd the opportunity to meet with other villages and enjoy a common feast.
Although today, this seasonal cycle is less determinative due to considerable decline in the practices of agriculture and animal husbandry, the harvest feasts are still quite popular and vigorous,
attracting hundreds of people including not only the villagers, but also city dwellers whose parents
and/or grandparents originate from the region, as well as some local and foreign tourists. However
now, attending to the harvest feast is considered more as a daily leisure activity rather than an
unspoken obligation, as it used to be in the past (Karadeniz 2012; Özdemir 2013; Sözer Özdemir
2013a; Yanık 2008).
Although Otçu Göçü Şenliği seems to bear many characteristics of a calendrical rite
and the Horon is rated among prominent traditional dance genres of the country within Turkish
folk dance studies (And 2012; Cihanoğlu 1997; Erdem and Pulur 2002; Karadeniz 2012), I hesi-
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tate to use the term ‘ritual’ for Otçu Göçü Şenliği and the term ‘dance’ for Horon practice. This is
due to the fact that the actual participants do not use these terms for describing their practices
and I believe that embracing these terms without introducing any critical look might easily lead
to the conﬁnement of these practices in question within certain Western originated deﬁnitions
that might lead to cross-cultural misunderstandings. The emic verb, used to denote the act of
practicing Horon (as well as all other rural-originated traditional dances in the country) in Turkish
is not ‘dans et-mek’ (to dance), but ‘oyn-a-mak’, which simultaneously means ‘to play’ (And 2012;
Öztürkmen 2001: 139). Nonetheless in this paper, I attempt to look at the current realisation of
Otçu Göçü Şenliği together with Horon practice in it through the lens of ritual theory, especially
through the studies of anthropologist Victor Turner and performance studies scholar Richard
Schechner, as both of these theorists leave space for putting forward a multi-dimensional approach in analysing a contemporary movement practice. I particularly take advantage of their
interpretations of ‘ritual’ not in pure opposition, but on the contrary in close collaboration with
‘play’.
The main discussion in the paper is focused on the material collected at one of the harvest feasts that I participated in the summer of 2013 as part of the research on Horon that I conducted for my master’s dissertation project1 - İzmiş Harvest Feast, which took place at the county
of Beşikdüzü, the city of Trabzon on August 25th, 2013. This feast is especially chosen for analysis
in this paper, as the organizers from one of the participating villages, with whom I had contact (İskenderli Village), expressed their effort for being ‘loyal’ to the original form of this traditional event
with a clear reactionary attitude against the festivalisation tendencies that have become prevalent
for the last ﬁve to ten years. As they told me, they did not only refrain from using speakers, stage
and VIP lounge (for important ofﬁcials and politicians of the area), but also revitalized the last
few kilometres of the bygone collective walk from their village up towards the mountains (Sözer
Özdemir 2013a).
In the ﬁrst part of the paper, I try to identify the ritualistic features of the harvest feast and
the role of Horon practice in it by employing Turner’s rereading of Arnold van Gennep’s work on
‘rites of passage’ with a special emphasis on ‘liminality’ (Turner 1982). Then I focus on the Horon
in order to understand its particular position within Turner’s and Schechner’s conceptualisations
of ‘playing’ (Schechner 2003; Schechner 2006; Turner 1982).
The Liminality of Otçu Göçü Şenliği
In ritual theory the term ‘rites of passage’ is generally used to denote rituals/ceremonies that mark
an individual’s (mostly irreversible) transition from one social status to another in his/her life such
as marriage and initiation (Bell 1997). However, Turner reminds that van Gennep’s earlier usage
of the term included also the seasonal changes for a society. As he mentions, what interests him
in this usage is the accent on “regarding almost all types of rites as having the processual form of
‘passage’ ” (Turner 1982: 24). As summarized by Turner:
Van Gennep…distinguishes three phases in a rite of passage: separation, transition, and incorporation. The ﬁrst phase of separation clearly demarcates sacred space and time from
profane or secular space and time… It includes symbolic behaviour…which represents the
1- The research was conducted at the cities of Trabzon and Giresun during a six-week period. It comprises a
number of local events, in which the Horon practice was dominant.

120

SPRING 2016 VOLUME 13
detachment of the ritual subjects…from their previous socio-cultural state or condition, to a
new state or condition, a new turn of the seasonal wheel. During the intervening phase of transition, called by van Gennep “margin” or “limen”…, the ritual subjects pass through a period
and area of ambiguity…which has few…of the attributes of either the preceding or subsequent
profane social statuses or cultural states…The third phase…includes symbolic phenomena
and actions which represent the return of the subjects to their new, relatively stable, welldeﬁned position in the total society (Turner 1982: 24).

According to Turner, the ambiguous, ‘liminal’ state of the ritual subjects in the second
phase of transition, which is in contrast with their relatively ﬁxed social status before and after the
rite, is an essential feature of all ritualistic activities. Within this space and time of ‘liminality’, which
is called by Turner also as ‘anti-structure’, the ritual subjects experience a state of freedom from
the usual norms of their society, since the normative structure is temporarily questioned and even
subverted. In addition, there emerges a creative power which is capable of forming the ﬁrst draft
of a new social structure through playing with the old one (Turner 1982: 28-29). Turner regards
this moment as ‘experimental’, as “an interval, however brief, of margin or limen, when the past is
momentarily negated, suspended, or abrogated, and the future has not yet begun, an instant of
pure potentiality when everything…trembles in balance” (Turner 1982: 44).
Despite all this subversive and creative potential, for Turner, the liminality of the ritual is,
after all, an instrument for sustaining the normative social order, since it is there for helping the
ritual subjects to adapt to the changes in their lives and/or environment (Turner 1982: 22). This is
common for both rites of passage and calendrical rites. As Catherine Bell mentions “[j]ust as rites
of passage give order and deﬁnition to the biocultural life cycle, so calendrical rites give socially
meaningful deﬁnitions to the passage of time, creating an ever-renewing cycle of days, months,
and years” (Bell 1997: 102).
Otçu Göçü Şenliği, together with Horon practice in it, bears most of the characteristics
mentioned above in relation to liminality. Resonating with Turner’s emphasis on ‘passage’, it is
marked by a temporary passage in space, which inevitably leads to the emergence of a special
period of time in the annual life-cycle of the participants. Whereas in the traditional form of the
harvest feast, the villagers leave their houses and ‘migrate’ temporarily to a high plateau in the
mountains, where they meet with people from other villages, in the contemporary practice they
additionally experience the temporary return of their fellow villagers living in the city, as well
as coming into contact with tourists. In the case of İzmiş Harvest Feast, there are even visitors
from Greece, whose parents or grandparents used to live in the area until they had to migrate
to Greece as a result of a mutual treaty between two countries after the First World War (Karadeniz 2012; Özdemir 2013; Sözer Özdemir 2013a; Yanık 2008). In this sense, it is possible to
consider Otçu Göçü Şenliği as a liminal period for all participants, somehow marked by an act
of ‘meeting with others’. However, this liminal ‘meeting’ does not happen in the village, but at
an outside space, namely a bare mountain plain, which is called by the locals Horon düzü - the
Horon plain, and it is in the form of a feast, marked by Horon music and dance (Sözer Özdemir
2013a). Although in the ﬁeld none of my interlocutors mentioned anything special about why that
particular plain is chosen other than saying ‘it is the tradition’ (Sözer Özdemir 2013a), researcher
Mehmet Özdemir (2013) relates this peculiarity of the Otçu Göçü Şenliği with the ancient belief
of the Turks, who used to regard bare mountains as sacred before converting to Islam and brought the relics of this belief to Anatolia through their historical migrations from the Central Asia.
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If one accepts Özdemir’s hypothesis as true, it is possible to interpret the journey up towards the
mountains in the harvest feast as a passage from the ‘profane space’ to the ‘sacred space’, put
forward by van Gennep and Turner as an important characteristic of the rites of the past (Turner
1982). However, this would not be very helpful or meaningful for an anthropological study on the
contemporary practice, as the idea of ‘sacred space’ among the current participants is shaped
by the Islamic belief, which has no correlation with Horon düzü, if not a negative one. In fact,
local people, who follow the religion more strictly, tend to despise Horon, as they associate it
with improper behaviour such as alcohol consumption and exuberance (Sözer Özdemir 2013a).
Nonetheless, it is possible to consider the contemporary journey to the high plateau as a ‘passage’ from the ‘ordinary space’ to a ‘non-ordinary space’ and looking at the still active structure
of this traditional event in relation to the term passage might be very informative.
Today the Horon in Otçu Göçü Şenliği is performed in a mixed-gender chain, in which all
participants are extensively subject to the collective movement that follows certain patterns from
the traditional repertoire. Although individual improvisations are allowed to a certain extent, what
comes ﬁrst is the uniform and timely repetition of these patterns by each participant. The form
of the chain is an introverted circle (an arch at the beginning always evolving into a circle) and
anyone is welcome to join the chain at any time, but having more than one circle at a moment
is unfavourable, as it threatens the sense of unity among the participants. The circular form,
which somehow renders the status of all participants equal, is kept by the physical contact at the
upper part of the body by holding hands and mostly standing shoulder to shoulder (And 2012;
Cihanoğlu 1997; Erdem and Pulur 2002; Karadeniz 2012; Sözer Özdemir 2013a).
Although for İskenderli Village people, the İzmiş Harvest Feast of 2013 was supposed
to start in the early morning with an initiatory Horon circle at the village square, the coincidence of a funeral with the feast date led to a change in the plan. The organising team decided to
cancel the celebrations in the village and meet directly at noontime within the mountains, from
which the previously arranged walk to the Horon plain at the main feast area would start. As the
researcher, I went earlier to the spot with the organising team members, who started to warm
up by consuming alcohol and forming a small Horon chain (Figure 1). Simultaneously a Greek
tourist group formed another Horon circle nearby, to which some İskenderli people also joined.
Just after all İskenderli people arrived, a bigger Horon circle was formed, to which some Greek
tourists also joined (Figure 2). Two men from the organising team took place inside the circle and
served alcohol to the interested people dancing within the chain. When the sign to start the walk
was given, the musicians and two men from the organising team took place in the front. They
were followed by a group of women and men in traditional costumes walking with Horon steps
and the rest of the participants walking in normal steps behind them (Figure 3).
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Figure 1: Warming-up (Sözer Özdemir 2013: Personal Video Recording)

Figure 2: Horon circle before the walk starts (Sözer Özdemir 2013: Personal Video Recording)
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Figure 3: The walk (Sözer Özdemir 2013: Personal Video Recording)
Immediately after we arrived at the main feast area an hour and a half later, a much bigger
Horon circle was formed, this time composed of people from all participating villages, as well as
tourists. It almost never ceased during the feast, whereas people freely went in and out of the chain.
In the early evening, İskenderli Village people departed from the main feast area with a reversely
identical walk towards the spot where they started the day. The 2013 feast for them ended with a
last Horon circle at this spot before all participants left by cars or minibuses (Sözer Özdemir 2013a).
The details of the ‘meeting’ in the İzmiş Harvest Feast, which is extensively determined
by the egalitarian, all-encompassing Horon practice in it, can be interpreted as a sui generis kind
of ‘liminal’ collectivity. During the liminal time of the feast, the men and women, the children, the
young and the elders, the rich and the poor, the villager, the city dweller and the tourist, the Turk
and the Greek, and even the interlocutor and the researcher are all rendered the same so that all
participants stand on an equal level, free of their usual social status. Referring to van Gennep’s
work on initiation rites of tribal societies, Turner discusses how the ritual subjects might undergo a
‘levelling’ process during the state of liminality, which pushes them toward uniformity and anonymity. Yet this levelling process also brings about compensation in the form of a temporary liberation from usual social obligations (Turner 1982: 26-27). Throughout the feast day, the community
members were much more tolerant to certain activities that are normally not quite acceptable in
the region such as consuming alcohol in public, men and women dancing together, excessive
behaviors like shouting out, singing aloud or shooting in the air. It was a time that was full of
energy and enthusiasm, and this sense gradually ascended as hours passed by, although the
participants got more and more exhausted with every new Horon step. Some participants danced
almost for six hours, including the walk to and from the main feast area (Sözer Özdemir 2013a). In
the next part, I would like to discuss these simultaneous senses of enthusiasm and exhaustion by
focusing on the act of ‘playing’.
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‘Playing’ Horon in the Harvest Feast
‘Play’ as a concept is often deﬁned in opposition to ‘ritual’ and/or ‘work’. When play is compared
with ritual, the main accent is on its being non-serious, having no intention other than enjoyment.
When it is deﬁned in opposition to work, the main argument is based on its being voluntary, instead of compulsory, and not connected with any kind of material interest (Schechner 2003; Schechner 2006; Turner 1982). However, both Schechner and Turner challenge these dichotomies. In
his performance theory, Schechner (2003; 2006) discusses the similarities between ritual and
play, as well as their distinctions and puts emphasis on their co-existence in many activities. He
deﬁnes ‘performance’ as “ritualized behaviour conditioned/permeated by play” (Schechner 2003:
99). Similarly, Turner (1982) argues that in pre-industrial communities, there is no clear distinction
between play and work, as the work in these communities is not the ‘work’ deﬁned in the postindustrial world as distinct from and opposed to ‘non-work’, namely the ‘leisure’. According to him,
the pre-industrial life is composed of work only and the real distinction is between ‘profane work’
and ‘sacred work’, namely the ‘ritual’, which always consists of a ‘play’ element in it. To support his
point, Turner gives the feast days celebrated by the agricultural societies of the past as examples
of ‘sacred work’ and argues that the great investment of energy in these feasts, which is also a
distinguishing feature of play, cannot be explained by the post-industrial division between work
and non-work, as they stemmed from religious belief, but not from leisure (Turner 1982: 35).
But where should we put the contemporary practice of Otçu Göçü Şenliği within these
discussions? Is it ‘ritual’ or ‘play’; or is it mere ‘leisure’? It seems impossible to give an absolute
answer. Perhaps it is better to say that Otçu Göçü Şenliği is all these three if not one of them; a
ritual, a play and at the same time a leisure activity. What is evident is that the feast period is an important break in the lives of all participants, marked by stopping to work and starting to play. This is
true not only for the villagers, but also for the participants from the city, as well as the tourists. They
step out of their ordinary routine and enter the special atmosphere of the harvest feast, which is
characterised by a special kind of collective ‘playing’. From the expressions of my interlocutors in
the ﬁeld, I was able to understand the importance given by some of the participants to this once
a year event. Some mentioned that it is something that they looked forward to during the whole
year. One put emphasis on the joy and satisfaction of stamping collectively the earth with Horon
steps for an entire day (Sözer Özdemir 2013a). This special collective experience, which is largely
promised by ‘playing’ Horon, emerges as one of the most attractive features of the feast and it also
seems parallel to what Schechner and Turner put forward as a common distinguishing feature of
both ritual and leisure; the extra-daily experience of ‘ﬂow’. Turner and Schechner borrow the term
‘ﬂow’ from psychologist Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, who conceptualizes this as an outcome of the
act of playing. Csikszentmihalyi deﬁnes ‘ﬂow’ as “the state in which people are so involved in an
activity that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do
it even at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it” (Csikszentmihalyi 1990: 4). For him, even the
simplest physical act can be turned into an activity that produces ‘ﬂow’, if certain conditions are
provided. In order to attain ‘ﬂow experience’, the individuals should learn to control their consciousness, body and senses so that they are able to give their full attention to minute details of an
act and concentrate their psychic energy in it. Although one of the distinguishing features of ﬂow
experience is enjoyment, it depends on a delicate balance between the challenges of the activity
and the skills of the performer. If the challenges are higher than the skills, the performer feels an-
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xiety and if it is vice versa s/he gets bored, and in either case, the ﬂow experience together with
the enjoyment it promises disappears (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). As Csikszentmihalyi mentions,
[i]n every culture enjoyable activities have been invented to suit the potentialities of the body.
When a normal physical function, like running, is performed in a socially designed, goal-directed setting with rules that offer challenges and require skills, it turns into a ﬂow activity
(Csikszentmihalyi 1990: 95).

From the tough walk to and from the feast area, to hours of intense collective dancing
with repetitive patterns, the contemporary practice of İzmiş Harvest Feast can be interpreted as
a cultural instrument (inherited from the past), capable of offering its participants an experience
of ‘ﬂow’. It clearly puts rule-bound challenges, which demand certain skills from the participants
such as physical strength for climbing and ascending, always moving in harmony with the crowd
and endurance until the end of the day. Due to these challenges, each individual has to give his/
her full attention to the moment and the environment and be able to concentrate his/her energy
on nothing other than the requirements of the feast. Some of my interlocutors mentioned that they
had been preparing for this one-day event for a long time by trying to increase their Horon skills,
as well as keeping their bodily ﬁtness. At the end of the day, one of them expressed his somehow
‘sorrowful’ satisfaction with these words: “As you see, one year of preparation and labour has
been spent in one day” (Sözer Özdemir 2013a). However, the reward is an extra-ordinary experience of collective joy (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Joy shared between a musician and one of the members of İskenderli Village
organising team inside the Horon circle (Sözer Özdemir 2013: Personal Video Recording)
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Barbara Ehrenreich argues that such activities of collective joy, which offer an experience
different from the ordinary life, and therefore described by Turner as liminal, have existed throughout the human history in many different forms:
Go back ten thousand years ago and you will ﬁnd humans toiling away at the many mundane activities required for survival… But if you land on the right moonlit night or seasonal turning
point, you might also ﬁnd them engaged in what seems…to be a gratuitous waste of energy: dancing in lines and circles, sometimes wearing masks or what appear to be costumes, often waving
branches or sticks (Ehrenreich 2007: 21).
Relating these activities to an ecstatic experience and recounting different traditions of
collective ecstatic rites, she tells how in India women who leave their homes heading towards
the forest for dancing ecstatically in the night, are believed to be charmed by the ﬂute of the god
Krishna (Ehrenreich 2007: 35-36).
Although ‘ecstasy’ might be a pretentious word to deﬁne the experience of the participants in İzmiş Feast, it is quite possible to consider the musicians playing for Horon in the role
of Krishna. I have been told in the ﬁeld that they are expected to be good at not only leading the
dance, but also rousing the group into action. The zurna (traditional shrill pipe) player of the İskenderli Village, who played his instrument whole day by constantly walking inside the Horon circle,
said that he would easily get bored and tired if he played by sitting, however in the feast he was
comfortable with playing for hours (Sözer Özdemir 2013a). His words reﬂect one of the rewarding
peculiarities of ﬂow experience; the ability to channel the energy to an activity in such a concentrated manner that the physic entropy, which prevents happiness, is reduced as much as possible
(Csikszentmihalyi 1990). That is probably why hundreds of people every summer undertake the
burden of climbing the steep mountains of the Eastern Black Sea Region through winding roads,
spending hours on a bare plain under brutal sunshine or the rain, and dance, dance and dance.
References
And, Metin. 2012. Oyun ve Bügü: Türk Kültüründe Oyun Kavramı [Oyun and Bügü: The Concept of
Oyun in Turkish Culture]. Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları.
Bell, Catherine. 1997. Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions. New York and Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Cihanoğlu, Selim. 1997. Trabzon’da Oynanan Horonlar [Horons in Trabzon]. Trabzon: published by
the author.
Csikszentmihalyi, Mihalyi. 1990. Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. New York: Harper
and Row.
Ehrenreich, Barbara. 2007. Dancing in the Streets: A History of Collective Joy. London: Granta
Books.
Erdem, Şakir, Atilla Pulur. 2002. “Doğu Karadeniz Bölgesinde Oynanan Horon Türü Oyunlar
Üzerine Bir Araştırma” [An Investigation on Folk Dance in the East Blacksea Region]
Kastamonu Eğitim Dergisi [Kastamonu Journal of Education] 10(1): 223-232.
Karadeniz, Ali. 2012. Pontus Euxinos: Kemençe ve Horon [Pontus Euxinos: Kemençe and Horon].
Ankara: Berikan Yayınevi.
Öztürkmen, Arzu. 2003. “Modern Dance “Alla Turca:” Transforming Ottoman Dance in Early
Republican Turkey” Dance Research Journal 35(1): 38-60.

127

SAYI 13 BAHAR 2016
Özdemir, Mehmet. 2013. “Türk Kültüründe Dağ Kültü ve Bir Yüce Dağ: Halbaba” [The Mountain
Cult in Turkish Culture and a Sacred Mountain: Halbaba] Karadeniz Sosyal Bilimler
Dergisi [Black Sea Journal of Social Sciences] 9: 141-163.
Schechner, Richard. 2006. Performance Studies. New York and London: Routledge.
Schechner, Richard. 2003. Performance Theory. New York and London: Routledge.
Sözer Özdemir, Şebnem. 2013a. İzmiş Otçu Göçü Şenliği, Unpublished Personal Fieldnotes.
Sözer Özdemir, Şebnem. 2013b. İzmiş Otçu Göçü Şenliği, [Video] Unpublished Personal Video
Recording.
Turner, Victor. 1982. From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play. New York: PAJ
Publications.
Yanık, Erol. 2008. “Haydin Uşaklar Otçuya!..” [Let’s Go to the Otçu!..] Ağasar 1(1): 27-28.

128

