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Abstract

This study explores the Chamari ritual, one of the death-related
ceremonies in Kurdish culture, which is performed similarly among
Kurds of the Zagros, Taurus, and Mesopotamian regions. The research
begins with an examination of the etymology and structure of the ritual,
followed by an analysis of specific ritual acts and a narrative regarding its
origin. The aim is to elucidate the Kurdish perception of death through a
symbolic interpretation of the ritual and to offer a new perspective on the
role of death within the Kurdish cultural and intellectual framework.
Employing a qualitative approach grounded in symbolic and
mythological analysis—particularly through the conceptual lens of
Mircea Eliade—this study draws on written sources, oral narratives, and
field observations. The findings reveal that the Chamari ritual, through its
complex human-cosmic symbolism, expresses the human condition
through the language of vegetal life and encompasses religious ideas
associated with the mystery of plant-based existence—a sacred mystery
that governs the origin of life, sustenance, and death. This ritual is
performed to facilitate the return of the deceased and reflects a religious
worldview in which death is not the end of life, but rather a transition that
enables rebirth. In this understanding, death serves not as a conclusion,
but as a prelude to renewed existence.
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1. Introduction

Death, as one of the most profound ontological enigmas, has long been a central focus of
human contemplation concerning the nature of existence and the meaning of life. The present
study aims to elucidate the semantic system underlying the confrontation with death in the
Kurdish lifeworld through an analysis of the Chamri ritual. The central concern of this study
Is to examine historical Kurdish attitudes toward death and how these attitudes are expressed
through the ritual’s symbolic structure. The findings indicate that, within the Kurdish
lifeworld, death is perceived not as a terminal point but as a stage in a cosmic and perpetual
cycle of life and renewal. Through the use of plant-related symbolism, the Chamri ritual
articulates the profound connections among humanity, nature, and the cycle of creation,
reframing death within a framework of ontological renewal. Consequently, this ritual
transcends the function of a conventional mourning rite and constitutes a semiotic system
through which the existential transition from life to death is understood in continuity with the
vitality of nature.

2. Methodology

This study is fundamental in purpose and employs a qualitative, interpretive approach based
on symbolic-mythological content analysis. Data were collected from written sources,
including books, articles, dictionaries, and ethnographic studies; oral narratives provided by
local inhabitants and ritual practitioners; field observations; and semi-structured conversations
with local informants, including accounts of the origins of Chamari.

The overall structure of the ceremony and its principal elements were initially identified.
These included the Chamargah (the ritual site), the circular performance of the ritual, the roles
of music and elegiac chanting, the participation of women and men, the katal and the horse,
the use of mud, ritual wailing, and other ceremonial practices. Four principal ritual acts were
then selected for analysis: the removal of the tent’s central pole, the role of women, face-
scratching, and the smearing of mud on the head and shoulders. These acts were selected
because of their potential to illuminate the relationship between the ritual’s social structure
and mythological conceptions of death, fertility, and rebirth. Data analysis proceeded in three
stages. First, the overt meaning and social function of each act were described. Second, its
symbolic dimensions were examined, including the pole as a cosmic axis, woman as
associated with the earth, tears as rain, mud as soil, and the deceased as a seed. Third, the
findings were interpreted as components of a broader pattern within the Chamari worldview,
while avoiding definitive equivalences between cultural traditions.

3. Discussion

An analysis of the term Chamari suggests associations with the notions of rings, circles,
curvature, and rotational movement. The circular arrangement of the Chamargah and the
collective movement of participants symbolize the cyclical nature of existence. Chamari can
therefore be interpreted as a ritual representation of the human transition from one existential
state to another.

The removal or collapse of the central pole of the black tent constitutes one of the ritual’s
most significant acts. The tent is not merely a dwelling but also a microcosmic representation
of the world, with its central pole sustaining its spatial and familial order. When the pole is
removed following the death of a principal male family member, the existing order
symbolically collapses, and the dwelling reverts to a state of chaos. This act signifies both the
disruption of the social order and, in accordance with the mythological pattern of returning to
the beginning, a potential prelude to renewed creation.
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The central role of women constitutes another key component of the ritual. Women lead
the wailing, face-scratching, hair-cutting, and smearing of mud. These practices can be
interpreted through the symbolic association of women with the earth and fertility: just as
women bear and nurture life, the earth receives the seed and enables its growth. Women thus
serve as symbolic mediators between death and life.

Face-scratching carries an agricultural significance that extends beyond the physical
expression of grief. The cheek is likened to the earth, and scratching it evokes the preparation
of soil for sowing, while tears are associated with fertilizing rain. The deceased is
consequently represented as a seed buried in the earth, awaiting germination. Mourning thus
becomes a ritual act accompanying the transition from death to renewed life.

Smearing mud on the head and shoulders expresses the bond between human beings, the
soil, water, and the cycles of nature. This practice symbolically separates mourners from
ordinary life and draws them into the ritual sphere. Through its association with the moon, the
act also suggests the possibility of renewed life after death: just as the moon disappears and
reappears, a person may be understood as returning to existence in another form.

The oral narrative concerning the origins of Chamari reinforces this interpretation. The
expression “the earth’s Chamari” is associated with springtime plowing, the vapor rising from
moist soil, and a sound perceived by an ox. In this narrative, the ox’s tears signify not grief
but the awakening of the earth. Chamari performed for the dead can thus be interpreted as a
cultural expression of the earth’s own pattern of renewal.

4. Conclusion

The findings indicate that Chamari cannot be understood merely as a ceremony of mourning;
rather, it constitutes a coherent network of symbols and ritual acts that connects death, earth,
woman, moon, water, and plant life within an integrated system of meaning. The ring and
circle represent the cyclical nature of existence; the removal of the central pole signifies the
collapse of the existing order and a return to an initial state; woman symbolizes the earth and
its generative power; face-scratching evokes sowing and rain; and the smearing of mud
expresses the ritual bond between human beings and the cycles of renewal.

These symbolic associations reflect a religious-mythological understanding of death in
which the deceased is likened to a seed placed in the earth. Death is therefore represented not
as the absolute end of life but as a transition from one form of existence to another and as a
potential stage in the process of rebirth. Through its ritual acts, Chamari situates individual
loss within a broader cycle of nature and the cosmos, making the continuation of life
conceivable even in the face of death. The role of women demonstrates that this conception of
renewal is not merely abstract but is symbolically enacted through the body, tears, soil, mud,
hair, and song.

Chamari is therefore an important cultural resource for understanding the Kurdish
worldview, preserving elements of historical and cultural understandings of the relationship
between human beings and nature, death, fertility, and the continuity of existence. Although
social and economic changes and shifting religious attitudes have contributed to the decline of
certain elements of the ritual, its underlying system of meaning remains significant for
understanding the lived world and symbolic traditions of Kurdish society. In this sense, Chamari
stands as a living record of collective memory and of the ways in which Kurdish communities
have engaged with some of the most fundamental existential questions of human life.
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