Historic evolution of the sama’khana architectural typology

The sama’ performance, literally “hearing”, was a rite taken over in different ways by various Derwishe Orders. But, it constitutes for the Mawlawis, according to the Order’s literature, the fundamental rite of the life of the confraternity since the XIV century. And, especially after that period, the symbolic meanings of the rite were more and more elaborated and determined through a careful meditation of the life and works of Galal al Din Rumi, and the interaction with Islamic philosophy and the early culture of Islam. 

The first interpretations were centered on the themes of death and the awakening for the universal judgement, by the sound of the heavenly spheres. So the music refers to the call to paradise; and the Sama’ may be the rite linked to the tomb of a saint, as already for Rumi at the death of Shamsi Tabriz. 

The successive interpretations insist more properly on the Sufi cosmological conceptions. And so the man with the Sama’ annihilates his illusory existence and, awakening to the music, enters gradually into cosmic harmony. The most abstruse elucidations of the Samà meanings, are in the texts of Mehmed Chelebi (XVI) cent.) and of Ismail Rusuhi Ankaravi, Sayh of the Galata Takiyya (1632-XVII cent.). In their explanations they insist particularly on the symbolic meaning of the geometrical circle shape: it is the place of all the existing things, emanated by the Unity, that is the center, which they refer to. As well as, according to Ankarawi, the existent universe constitutes, the expansion and the projection of the Unity from the center, in the same way the consciousness expands in circular way, evolving in to knowledge and technology along the imaginary circle of the science. 

The center symbolizes the transcendent absolute Unity whose, it is impossible to have the analytic elements for its description; and circumference symbolizes the “locus” of the existing things, or the undifferentiated path without initial or final point, being emanated by the center. The symbolism has a geometrical correspondence between the circumference and the center, which is a point, or better an entity of which it is impossible to give the dimensions, and which becomes manifest in its begetting the circumference, which is, a line, or a sequence of points, images of the center.    

According to Sufi philosophy, the symbolic value of the numbers and their geometrical and figurative representations constitute the interpretative key of the cosmic structure through symbols and archetypes. The Islamic cosmological doctrines concerning every branch of knowledge, in a unitary view, have, as is well known, reference to Pythagorean and Platonic Greek esoterism, enriched by the cultures of oriental countries, which Islam came into contact with, during its expansion. 

Starting from the XVI century, a synthesis of these cultural aspects is at the basis of the symbolic speculation of the rite. In fact, during this period of particular diffusion of Sufism, many cultural and political celebrities were members of the Mawlawi Order, which assumed more and more the aspect of a learned and influential elite. 

These philosophical speculations promoted, trough the symbolism of the rite, the development of the architectural aspects of the sama’khana to its highest and latest examples.

A continuous reconstruction of the architecture evolution of the sama’khana is difficult mainly because there are few surviving examples of this type of building both for the fact that it is generally in wood materials, and owing to well-known historical troubles. We remember that Mehmet Chelebi cites 86 tekkeyya for his period (XVI cent.) and the order grew considerably in the following centuries. So, the Sama’khana typology hasn’t a documented historical origin.
The theatrical aspects of the Sama and the fact that it could be occasionally performed outdoors and in wooden settings specially constructed for the purpose, suggest a possible reference in the setting constructed for the “ta’ziye” religious dramas.

Moreover, the presence both of the mihrab and the minbar, which indicates that the Sama’khana was sometimes used as a mosque, suggests that the sama might also have been performed in the mosques and that layout itself of the Sama’khana was superimposed on that of the mosque; subsequent modifications occasioned by the rite and its evolution would then have developed his layout. 

Anyway, the essential architectonic elements of the Sama’khana were the dome and the underlying stage area devoted to the Sama ceremony; consequently, the space tends to a central layout definition. 

The circular area of the ceremonial performance, symbolically surmounted by the dome, became the center, around which, other functional spaces were variously arranged, such as the area for spectators, the orchestra, the places for the readers of the Quran  and the Matnawi verses, and on a side, the Mausoleum. 

The initiates through that particular rite drowned in to the gnosis of the cosmic power and, the spectators admitted to the ceremony, through the complex symbolism of the performance, felt the cosmic harmony and the unitary sense of the laws which regulate the multiple aspects of the universe: thence, the name –sama’khana- “the hall of listening”, for defining the space where the ceremony was held. 

When the Derwishes are whirling on their own axes, keeping the palm of the right hand turned up to the dome center, to the infinity of the cosmos, and the palm of the left hand turned down, to the earthly world, receive along the vertical axis of the sama’khana the force for their harmonic movement as the stars in the sky according to Neoplatonic conception and in the sufi philosophical elaborations. 

The numerous graphic representations, which enable us to document historically the Sama-khana, clearly evidence the spatial connection between the cupola (that is the cosmos where the earth is e part) and the area below it, where the dance was performed (that is the earth itself). 

The slow typological evolution of the sama’khana architecture is not reflected synchronistically by the literary evolution of the sama’ meaning. In fact some times, the liking for the monumentality, and the need of   accessory functions or technical solutions prevented from the spontaneous expression of the symbolical and spiritual feeling in the architectonic shape and space of the sama’khana project.

------

The successful restoration of the Cairo Sama’khana, has fortunately saved one of the most significant monuments of the Mawlawi symbology and Sufi thought in its round centralized planning.

The most ancient antecedent of this centralizing tendency may be found in Manisa sama’khana (XIV century), as far as I know. But the general layout of the entire architectonic Cairo complex reproduces planimetrically the Konia takiyya where a group of buildings includes the sacred area and the cells with a cloister garden nearby. In Konia, the sama’khana is absorbed into an articulated spatial and volumetric unity comprising the mosque and a mausoleum in spatial continuity with the sama’khana itself. In comparison, the Cairo building, preserves the spatial continuity with mausoleum, but in much more spectacular aspect; besides, the sama’khana results the dominant element, in site  and out site .

After Konia sama’khana (XVI cent.), we find a greater attention than before to the symbology of the place as complement of the rite symbolism in Galata, Yeni Kapi, Bursa and in many other cases. As it may be remarked from graphic representations, the sama’khana is there exalted as an independent space, and emphasized more and more the volumetric proportions of the central plan.

However the proportional definition of its architectonic space according to the philosophical speculation of the Order, belongs to the last phase of its history, as in the sama’khana of Kutaya: its plan has approximately the same dimensions as the contemporary building at Cairo and a space created by the same geometrical design; despite some irregularities due to the building position in respect to the qibla, with the consequent absence of the important axial position between the mihrab and the mausoleum.

In fact, this horizontal line, which joins the two points, is, with the vertical line from the center of the dome to the center of the platform, one of the two fundamental axes of the interior sama’khana space. It continues, significantly, on one side to the mihrab and the qibla Ka’ba, and on the other side it continues into the Mausoleum which, containing the tomb of the previous sheyks, represents the continuity of the order. That axis divides the circle into two areas, the oriental one (that is the space of being and the interior world), on the right; and the occidental one (or the space of not being and the exterior world), on the left.

In the Cairo sama’khana, the area devoted to the sama’, as in other rare examples dating from the last Mwlawi period, is circular, as the circle, is the expressive synthesis of the cosmos. 

The functional and expressive coherence of the late Sama’khana of Cairo represents, in the final history of the order, the last evolution of this architectural typology, and the most impressive manifestation of the Mawlawi ideology. 

It seems to have been one of the last of such edifices to be built in the Islamic world, and was probably one of the last to remain in active existence after the decree to close the Turkish darwisheries by Ataturk in 1925.

In all the Cairo sama’khana, the leit-motive of the curved line defining every shape, peculiar to the Baroque-Ottoman style, occurs as a musical sottofondo, for expressing the circle-misticism which is at the bases of the sama’ ceremony. For example, the arches and counterarches underneath the dome impost, which refer in some way to the ascending and the descending mystical arcs; the circular medallions with the inscribed names of the Imams; the numerous elliptical windows; the curve of the jutting orchestra balcony which projects itself into the cosmic space where the sama’ performance was held; the second floor balcony, surrounding at middle height the underline ceremony area, where the important personages of Cairo society visually participated to the rite; and, finally, the pictorial decorations which crown the dome, representing an  heavenly, celestial vault. 

The paintings are simple landscapes, almost naïve, spaced out by rococo decorations, leading during the rite in to a sense of oscillation between reality and imagination, consonant with the ceremonial and metaphysical atmosphere.

I would conclude by sayıng that in the Cairo sama’khana I have seen the expression of ideas elaborated from the ancient Pythagorean philosophy to the Sufi mysticism, and, in the formal realization, a spontaneous harmonic linking between western European art and its Oriental counterpart: an example of real dialog among different cultures, according to the thought of Galal ed Din Rumi, and today very necessary in the world. 

