The Enduring Echo of Dimdim: A Study of
the Kurdish National Epic

1. Introduction: The Enduring Echo of Dimdim Castle

The Kurdish Epic of Dimdim Castle, known in the rich tapestry of Kurdish oral tradition as Beyti
Dimdim, stands as a monumental narrative, its significance in Kurdish culture often considered
second only to the celebrated Mem G Zin by Ahmad Khani."! This epic transcends mere
storytelling; it is a profound articulation of Kurdish historical experience, a testament to their
enduring identity, and a vessel for their collective aspirations. The narrative is not a whimsical
creation of fancy but is deeply interwoven with the historical Battle of Dimdim, a fierce and
consequential conflict that transpired between 1609 and 1610." This battle pitted Kurdish
forces, under the leadership of the charismatic Emir Xan Lepzérin, against the formidable
military might of the Safavid Empire, then ruled by Shah Abbas I. The story of this desperate
struggle has been meticulously preserved and transmitted through generations, not only via
the vibrant currents of oral tradition but also through various literary works that have sought
to capture its essence and impact.'

This report aims to provide an expert-level analysis of the Dimdim Epic. It will delve into the
complex historical crucible from which the epic emerged, scrutinize its narrative structure and
the portrayal of its key characters, explore its rich literary themes, and assess its lasting
cultural and political significance for the Kurdish people. Drawing upon a diverse array of
sources—including historical chronicles, meticulous literary analyses, and studies of
folklore—this document will endeavor to present a comprehensive and nuanced
understanding of this pivotal work within the Kurdish epic canon.

The very prominence of the Dimdim epic, particularly its consistent interpretation within
Kurdish tradition as a "struggle of the Kurdish people against foreign domination" ', points to
its crucial function as a counter-narrative. This interpretation stands in stark contrast to
official Persian historiography of the period, which often dismissed such assertions of Kurdish
autonomy as acts of "Kurdish mutiny or treason"." Historical accounts from Safavid
chroniclers, such as Eskandar Beg Turkoman, tended to frame the Dimdim episode through
the lens of rebellion against legitimate imperial authority.! Conversely, Kurdish oral traditions,
epitomized by

Beyti Dimdim, and subsequent literary retellings champion the event as a righteous fight for
freedom and self-preservation. This fundamental divergence in perspective underscores the
epic's role not merely as a passive recollection of past events, but as an active agent in
shaping the meaning of those events for the Kurdish collective memory. It represents a



conscious effort to resist an externally imposed, derogatory interpretation and to reframe the
struggle in terms of legitimate resistance and the nascent stirrings of national consciousness.
This dynamic highlights the profound power of folklore and epic literature in forging and
sustaining a people's identity, especially in the face of dominant historical narratives crafted
by imperial powers.

2. The Historical Crucible: Dimdim and the
Kurdish-Safavid Conflict

The early 17th century witnessed a Middle Eastern geopolitical landscape dominated by the
fierce rivalry between the Ottoman and Safavid Empires. Kurdish territories, strategically
positioned between these two colossal powers, frequently became unwilling battlegrounds
and contested borderlands.’ This era saw the Safavid Empire, under the ambitious leadership
of Shah Abbas | (reigned 1587-1629), emerge as a formidable force. Shah Abbas was
dedicated to consolidating his imperial territories, expanding his influence, and strengthening
the state's adherence to Shi'a Islam.™ The historical division of Kurdistan, formally marked
later by the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin in 1639, was foreshadowed by such ongoing imperial
contests for regional dominance."

It was within this turbulent environment that Emir Xan Lepzérin, also known as Amir Khan
Lepzérin or Khani Lepzérin (translated as "Golden Hand Khan"), rose to prominence." As the
Kurdish ruler of the Beradost (or Bradost) region, located in present-day northwestern Iran, he
embarked on a significant undertaking in 1609: the rebuilding of the dilapidated fortress of
Dimdim, situated strategically near Lake Urmia." This reconstruction was not merely an act of
architectural restoration; it was widely interpreted, both by Kurds and the Safavids, as a bold
assertion of Kurdish autonomy and a direct challenge to Safavid hegemony in a region critical
to the empire's security and control." The very name "Golden Hand Khan" (Kurdish:

Xané Lepzérin or Chingzerin) carries a complex history; it was reportedly a title of honor
bestowed by Shah Abbas himself, who permitted Emir Khan to fashion an artificial hand from
red gold in recognition of his valor and the loss of his hand in a previous war fighting
alongside Safavid forces against the Russians." This earlier relationship of service and
imperial recognition makes Emir Khan's subsequent bid for independence even more charged.
Shah Abbas | was a ruler renowned for his military prowess and his unwavering commitment
to centralizing the Safavid state. His reign saw significant territorial expansion, achieved
through a well-organized army that notably included ghulams—elite soldiers often recruited
from Christian populations in Armenia and Georgia who had converted to Islam.” From the
Safavid perspective in Isfahan, the rebuilding of Dimdim and the subsequent rallying of
various Kurdish tribes around Emir Xan Lepzérin, including influential rulers from the Mukriyan
region (around Mahabad), constituted a grave threat to imperial authority and territorial
integrity.! Safavid policy towards Kurdish tribal entities in the western peripheries of the
empire, particularly those perceived as uncooperative or rebellious, was often characterized



by the use of harsh, punitive measures.*

The Safavid response to Emir Xan's actions was swift and severe. A formidable imperial army,
under the command of the Grand Vizier Hatem Beg Ordubadi, was dispatched to lay siege to
Dimdim Castle.! The siege commenced in November 1609 and endured as a protracted and
bloody affair until the summer of 1610." Despite being numerically and technologically
outmatched by the Safavid forces, the Kurdish defenders offered a tenacious and desperate
resistance.* However, the overwhelming strength of the imperial army eventually prevailed,
and the fortress of Dimdim fell.

The aftermath of Dimdim's capture was marked by extreme brutality. Shah Abbas |, in a move
to make an example of the rebels and to consolidate Safavid control, ordered a general
massacre of all the surviving defenders of the castle. This retribution extended to the wider
populations of the Beradost and Mukriyan regions, who had supported Emir Xan's cause.’
These grim events were meticulously documented by the Safavid court historian, Eskandar
Beg Turkoman, in his work

Alam Aray-e Abbasi (The World-Adorning History of Abbas)." Beyond the immediate
bloodshed, Shah Abbas implemented policies designed to alter the demographic and political
landscape of the region permanently. These measures included the forced resettlement of the
Turkish Afshar tribe into the depopulated areas and the deportation of numerous Kurdish
tribes to the distant province of Khorasan in northeastern Iran.

The title "Golden Hand," once a symbol of Shah Abbas's favor and Emir Khan's loyal service,
thus acquires a deeply ironic and poignant resonance in light of the Dimdim rebellion. From
the Shah's viewpoint, Emir Khan's assertion of independence was not merely a political
challenge from a provincial chieftain; it was a profound betrayal by a subject previously
honored for his bravery and allegiance. This perceived personal affront may well have
contributed to the extraordinary harshness of the Safavid retribution—the complete
annihilation of the defenders and the widespread massacres. For the Kurds, however, the
"Golden Hand" came to symbolize a leader whose recognized martial prowess and honor
were ultimately dedicated to the cause of Kurdish autonomy, even if it meant defying the very
emperor who had once distinguished him. This duality enriches the tragic and heroic
dimensions of the epic, portraying a leader caught between past loyalties and the pressing
call of his people's aspirations.

Furthermore, the Safavid actions following the fall of Dimdim—massacre, deportation, and
strategic resettlement—should not be viewed as isolated punitive acts. They represent a
chillingly clear example of broader, long-term imperial state-building strategies. The forced
displacement of restive Kurdish populations to Khorasan and the introduction of loyal Turkic
tribes into the sensitive northwestern frontier were calculated measures. Such demographic
engineering was a common, if brutal, tool employed by empires throughout history to break
local power structures, ensure the loyalty of strategic territories, and suppress ethnic or
regional challenges to central authority. Shah Abbas I's reign was characterized by a
concerted effort to strengthen the Safavid state and secure its borders.'® Controlling volatile
frontier regions inhabited by powerful, semi-autonomous groups like the Kurds was
paramount to this objective. The Dimdim episode, therefore, stands as an early and



particularly brutal manifestation of a recurring pattern of state action against Kurdish
assertions of autonomy, a pattern that would be echoed by subsequent regional powers. This
historical precedent has profoundly shaped the Kurdish narrative of persecution,
displacement, and the centuries-long struggle to maintain their identity and presence in their
ancestral lands, forming a crucial part of the historical backdrop to the modern Kurdish
question.

3. Narrating Defiance: The Story of the Dimdim Epic
(Beyti Dimdim)

The Kurdish Epic of Dimdim, or Beyti Dimdim, at its core, recounts the valiant but ultimately
tragic tale of Emir Xan Lepzérin's endeavor to assert Kurdish independence. The narrative
typically begins with his ambitious project of rebuilding Dimdim Castle, transforming it into a
potent symbol of Kurdish sovereignty and a bastion against external domination.! This act of
defiance inevitably provokes the wrath of the Safavid Empire, leading to a protracted and
brutal siege of the fortress. The epic vividly portrays the heroic defense mounted by the
Kurdish warriors, their families, and their allies, who, despite overwhelming odds, resist the
imperial forces with extraordinary courage. The narrative culminates in the tragic fall of
Dimdim, a catastrophe often marked by the defenders' ultimate choice: a heroic death over
the ignominy of surrender and subjugation.’

Several key figures dominate the epic's narrative landscape:

e Emir Xan Lepzérin (Golden Hand Khan): The undisputed central hero of the epic, the
ruler of the Beradost region. He is depicted as the visionary leader who rebuilds Dimdim
as a sanctuary for Kurdish independence.! Some accounts embellish his backstory,
portraying him as a figure of humble origins—perhaps once a shepherd or stable
boy—who, through his inherent bravery and leadership qualities, rises to become a
distinguished warrior and the champion of his people's aspirations.™ His epithet,
"Golden Hand," as previously noted, stems from an artificial hand of gold granted by
Shah Abbas for his valor in a prior conflict, adding a layer of tragic irony to his
rebellion.™

e Shah Abbas I: The powerful Safavid emperor, cast as the formidable antagonist in the
epic. He represents the oppressive imperial force determined to crush Kurdish
autonomy and is the ultimate authority behind the siege of Dimdim."

e Khatoon Khanm: Significantly, she is mentioned in some accounts as one of the
leaders and heroes who participated directly in the Battle of Dimdim.” Her inclusion
points to the active role women played in the defense, a theme of considerable
importance in understanding the social fabric depicted in the epic.

e Khan Abdalkhan Mokri and Mahmud Alakani: These figures are also listed among the
leaders and heroes of the Dimdim resistance ", suggesting that Emir Xan Lepzérin was
not an isolated figure but the head of a coalition of Kurdish forces united in their



defiance.

e The Defenders of Dimdim: Collectively, the men and women within the fortress are
portrayed with immense heroism. Their unwavering commitment to the cause, their
endurance through the hardships of the siege, and their ultimate sacrifice define the
epic's spirit of resistance.” This collective heroism is dramatically underscored by
accounts of Kurdish women and newlywed girls who, facing imminent capture, chose to
leap from the castle walls to preserve their honor, their "happy screams" echoing as a
testament to their defiance.”

The narrative is enriched by specific plot elements that recur across various tellings. Emir
Xan's grand vision extended beyond mere fortification; he aimed to establish a significant
Kurdish state, liberating his people from both Ottoman and Safavid dominion.’ The rebuilt
Dimdim was conceived as a true capital, complete with a council hall, palaces, bustling
markets, and organized streets.” A crucial turning point in many versions of the siege is the
Safavid discovery and subsequent cutting off of the castle's secret underground water supply,
a strategic masterstroke that severely demoralized the defenders and hastened their doom.’
The epic's climax often involves a desperate final act of defiance by the besieged Kurds, who,
rather than face capture, choose a collective death, sometimes through self-destruction by
detonating explosives within the fortress.”

The Dimdim epic exists in a dynamic interplay between oral traditions (Beyti Dimdim) and
various written accounts, each contributing to its enduring legacy. Kurdish oral traditions and
the literary works derived from them consistently frame the events as a noble struggle for
freedom against foreign oppression.’ The earliest known literary treatment of the Dimdim
battle is attributed to the classical Kurdish poet Faqgi Tayran (1590-1660), whose work provides
a near-contemporary poetic testament to the conflict.2 More recently, Yasin Aziz's historical
novel,

Dum Dum Castle (2014), draws upon these traditions. Aziz mentions an "original story by Areb
Shamo, an Armenian or Russian writer, who about fifty years ago translated it into Kurdish."
This earlier version reportedly depicted a tribe rebuilding the castle to preserve their pastoral
way of life, with a tragic end dated to 1605 CE, a slight variation from the commonly accepted
historical timeline." This reference suggests a complex tapestry of transmission, potentially
involving multiple recensions and cross-cultural influences. The monumental work of the
Kurdish scholar Ordixané Celil, often in collaboration with his siblings Celilé Celil and Cemile
Celil, has been pivotal in collecting, preserving, and analyzing versions of the epic, frequently
titled

Kela Dimdimé Xané Lepzérin or Dimdim Epic Poetry." Celil's doctoral research was dedicated
to this epic, specifically focusing on "Xané Cengzérin, Dimdim," and his analysis underscores
its reflection of Kurdish aspirations for liberation and its grounding in historical reality, thereby
refuting scholarly claims that Kurds historically lacked a drive for independence.” Another
modern Kurdish writer, Jan Dost, contributed to this tradition with his early epic poem

Kela Dimdimé (The Citadel of Dimdim), penned in 1984.%°

The following table provides a summary of the key figures involved in the Dimdim conflict and
their representation in the epic tradition:



Table 1: Key Figures in the Dimdim Conflict and Epic

Character Name Historical Epic Key Sources
Role/Affiliation Portrayal/Significance
Emir Xan Lepzérin  [Kurdish ruler of Central hero; symbol off
Beradost; leader of the [Kurdish resistance,
rebellion; rebuilt independence, and
Dimdim Castle. valor; tragic figure.
Shah Abbas | Safavid Emperor of Primary antagonist; |
Persia. embodiment of

oppressive imperial
power seeking to crush
Kurdish autonomy.
Hatem Beg Ordubadi [Safavid Grand Vizier; |Military leader of the |

commander of the enemy forces;
Safavid forces instrument of Shah
besieging Dimdim. Abbas's will.

Khatoon Khanm Mentioned as a Represents female 5
Kurdish leader/hero in [participation and
the battle. heroism in the defense

of Dimdim; symbol of
women's active role in
the struggle.

Khan Abdalkhan Kurdish leader from  [Represents the 5
Mokri Mukriyan, allied with  [coalition of Kurdish
Emir Khan. forces; broader
Kurdish support for
Dimdim.
Mahmud Alakani Mentioned as a Another figure 5
Kurdish leader/hero in [symbolizing Kurdish
the battle. unity and resistance.
The Defenders of Kurdish warriors, their [Collective heroes; i
Dimdim families, and allies embody unwavering
within the castle. loyalty, courage, and

the ultimate sacrifice
for honor and freedom;
their actions define the
epic's tragic grandeur.

The recurring narrative element of the defenders choosing mass suicide or fighting to the very
last individual, rather than submitting to the enemy, is more than a dramatic climax; it is a
defining characteristic of the epic's core message. This motif of ultimate sacrifice—whether it
involves warriors blowing themselves up, or women leaping from the ramparts to preserve



their honor—transforms a military defeat into a profound moral statement.” This choice
elevates the defenders from the status of mere victims of imperial aggression to that of
martyrs for their cause. Such a narrative of absolute resistance, where death is preferable to
subjugation, becomes a potent symbol of Kurdish intransigence in the face of overwhelming
oppression. It deeply embeds the values of honor, unwavering defiance, and the incalculable
worth of freedom into the Kurdish collective psyche, turning a historical loss into a spiritual
victory within the epic tradition.

Furthermore, the specific detail concerning the Safavid discovery and cutting of Dimdim's
hidden water source carries symbolic weight beyond its immediate tactical military
implications.” Water is the very essence of life, and a secret source can represent a hidden
strength, a vital lifeline for the besieged. Its exposure and denial by the enemy may function
metaphorically within the epic to signify the profound vulnerability of even the most resolute
resistance if its core sustenance—Dbe it literal resources, internal unity, external support, or
even hope itself—is compromised. While the available accounts do not explicitly attribute this
discovery to an act of betrayal from within Dimdim's walls, in the broader genre of siege
narratives, such critical intelligence is often obtained through treachery or defection.
Regardless of the means, this plot point underscores the enemy's capacity to strike at the
very heart of the Kurdish defense. This element could thus serve as a poignant, cautionary
motif within the epic, emphasizing that formidable fortifications and valiant warriors alone
may not suffice if critical vulnerabilities are exploited or if the enemy succeeds in undermining
the fundamental wellsprings of resistance. It adds a layer of tragic inevitability to the
defenders' heroic, yet doomed, struggle.

4. Literary Dimensions of the Dimdim Epic

The Dimdim Epic is a rich tapestry woven with profound literary themes that resonate deeply
within Kurdish culture and the broader context of heroic literature. Central to its narrative are
the intertwined concepts of heroism, sacrifice, and martyrdom. Emir Xan Lepzérin and the
defenders of Dimdim are unequivocally portrayed as heroic figures, embodying exceptional
courage, daring, unwavering honor, and a profound willingness to sacrifice everything for their
ideals.® Their ultimate choice to face certain death rather than submit to foreign domination
elevates their struggle to the level of martyrdom for the cause of Kurdish freedom and
dignity." The epic serves as a powerful example of heroic literature where audiences are
moved by "stories of sacrifice and battles" !, and the defenders' actions align with the
classical heroic archetype of risking personal sacrifice for the common good, often
culminating in a form of martyrdom that ensures their immortalization in collective memory.?
Themes of loyalty and betrayal also permeate the epic, albeit with complex nuances.
Unwavering loyalty to the Kurdish cause, to their leader Emir Xan, and to the sanctity of
Dimdim as a symbol of independence is a hallmark of the defenders. However, the historical
context itself was one of shifting allegiances in a region contested by larger empires. The
Safavid portrayal of the Dimdim uprising as an act of "treason" by Emir Xan ' stands in direct



opposition to the Kurdish perspective of righteous resistance. Emir Xan's own past history of
service to Shah Abbas, for which he was honored with the "Golden Hand" °, adds a poignant
layer to this dynamic. His subsequent rebellion could be seen by the Shah not just as political
insubordination but as a personal betrayal, while for the Kurds, his actions represented a
higher loyalty to his own people. This tension between differing conceptions of allegiance is a
powerful undercurrent in the narrative. While direct accounts of internal betrayal within
Dimdim are not prominent in the provided summaries, the broader epic tradition often
explores how loyalty can be tested and sometimes tragically broken under duress or through
conflicting obligations.?*

The most dominant and pervasive theme is undoubtedly the unyielding spirit of resistance and
the fervent quest for liberation. The Dimdim epic functions as a powerful vehicle for
articulating the historical experience of injustice, persecution, and exclusion faced by the
Kurdish people. It serves not only to commemorate past struggles but also to inspire and
sustain revolutionary values and a desire for self-determination.® The very act of rebuilding
Dimdim is an assertion of the right to exist freely, and the ensuing defense is a testament to
the Kurdish refusal to be subjugated. This theme of resistance has transcended the specific
historical event, allowing the epic to be invoked in contemporary struggles, as exemplified by
the Kurdish fighter in Sur who declared, "Let Sur be the Fortress Dimdim" ', thereby
connecting a 17th-century battle to 21st-century aspirations for autonomy.

The portrayal of women within the Dimdim epic offers a compelling subject for literary
analysis. Figures like Khatoon Khanm are explicitly named as leaders and heroes who partook
in the battle.”™ More strikingly, the collective sacrifice of "Kurdish women and newlywed girls
who voluntarily fell down from the castle to preserve their honor" ™ depicts women not as
passive bystanders or mere objects of conflict, but as active agents who make the ultimate
choice in the face of unbearable circumstances. This portrayal suggests a significant degree
of agency and commitment to the communal cause, even if their actions are framed within the
tragic context of preserving honor through death. This active role, even in martyrdom,
contrasts with some traditional epic portrayals where women are often relegated to
secondary roles, such as prizes of war or individuals to be protected.? The Dimdim narrative,
while still reflecting a patriarchal societal structure, appears to grant its female figures a more
direct and impactful, albeit devastating, participation in the central drama of resistance. This
resonates with broader discussions of women's roles in Kurdish society and literature, where
themes of resistance and liberation are also prominent %, and offers a point of comparison
with the agency of women in other epic traditions.?’

The Dimdim epic is also defined by its stylistic and poetic features, which situate it firmly
within Kurdish oral and literary traditions. Epic poems in Kurdish are often known as law; (or
lawje), typically recounting adventures of love or, as in this case, battle.*

Beyti Dimdim, specifically, is classified as a beyt, a term that can refer to a syllabic song or
epic poem.®® The traditional performance of such epics was the domain of the

dengbéj—a storyteller, singer, and repository of communal memory—who would often
accompany their recitation with a stringed instrument like the tembdr.® Ordixané Celil's
research provides valuable insights into the unique performance style associated with the



"Xané Cengzérin" (Golden Hand Khan) version of the Dimdim epic. He noted that storytellers
employed vivid mimetic gestures and expressive hand movements (jestikulation) to enhance
the narrative. During particularly dramatic scenes, such as the construction of the fortress or
the violent clashes between Kurdish and Safavid soldiers, some performers would even use
the sound of two iron cymbals to heighten the auditory and emotional impact.” In terms of
poetic structure, Kurdish epic poetry, including potentially Dimdim, often utilizes a syllabic
meter. This is a characteristic feature of indigenous Kurdish literary conventions and
distinguishes it from the quantitative

aruz meter prevalent in classical Persian and Arabic poetry, which also influenced some
Kurdish literary forms.*®

From a comparative perspective, the Dimdim epic holds a significant place within the broader
Middle Eastern epic landscape. It is unequivocally regarded as a Kurdish national epic, its
importance often ranked second only to Mem G Zin." It shares thematic concerns common to
many national epics worldwide, such as heroism, resistance against overwhelming odds, the
forging of collective identity, and the sanctification of sacrifice. Comparisons are often drawn
with the monumental Persian epic, the

Shahnameh (Book of Kings) by Ferdowsi, a work that has exerted considerable influence on
literary traditions throughout the region, including among the Kurds.* However, the research
of scholars like Behrooz Chamanara, particularly in his work "The Kurdish Shahnama and its
Literary and Religious Implications," offers a crucial counterpoint. Chamanara argues that the
Kurdish epic-heroic tradition, especially as found in the literary Gurani dialect, possesses a
significant degree of independence from Ferdowsi's

Shahnameh. While acknowledging shared motifs and common features with other epic cycles
from the Sistan region, this Kurdish tradition is characterized by its own distinct heroes,
narratives, and, importantly, its adherence to a syllabic poetic meter rather than the Persian
aruz.>* This perspective challenges the notion of a simple derivative relationship and posits a
more autonomous and ancient stream of Kurdish epic creation.

The following table illustrates how key themes of the Dimdim story are represented across
different types of sources, highlighting the contrasts and continuities in its interpretation:
Table 2: Thematic Resonance: Comparing Accounts of the Dimdim Epic

Theme Kurdish Oral Tradition [Key Literary Versions [Persian Historical

(Beyti Dimdim) (e.g., Faqgi Tayran, Celil, |Chronicles (e.g.,
AZiz) Eskandar Beg
Turkoman)

Nature of the Conflict|Struggle for Kurdish  [Echoes oral tradition's [Kurdish mutiny,
freedom, focus on resistance  [rebellion, or treason
independence, and and Kurdish against legitimate
survival against foreignjaspirations for Safavid rule.!
domination.” autonomy.!

Heroism Emir Xan and Emir Xan is a central  |[Emir Xan depicted as a
defenders are valiant  |heroic figure; rebellious chieftain;
heroes fighting for defenders show Safavid forces act to




their land and honor.’ immense bravery and [restore order.
dedication.’

Sacrifice/Martyrdom [Defenders choose Portrayal of ultimate  [Defenders are
death over surrender, [sacrifice as anoble  |defeated and
achieving a form of  [and tragic end, massacred as a
martyrdom; women's  [preserving honor.’ consequence of their
sacrifice highlighted.™ rebellion.’

Betrayal Less emphasis on Generally follows oral [The entire Kurdish
internal betrayal; focus tradition, though action is framed as a
is on external specific adaptations  [petrayal of Safavid
oppression. might explore authority.

complexities.

Resistance Central theme; Dimdim [Core message of Kurdish actions are
as a symbol of defiance against seen as resistance to
unyielding Kurdish overwhelming power; [imperial consolidation,
spirit." inspiration for requiring suppression.

continued struggle.’

The distinct performative elements associated with the Dimdim epic, as detailed by Ordixané
Celil—such as the use of specific gestures and even percussive instruments like iron cymbals
during the narration of battle scenes "—were not merely decorative. In a predominantly oral
culture, these elements were integral to the epic's transmission and its power to move

audiences. The

dengbéj was far more than a simple reciter of memorized lines; they were an active re-creator
of the event, embodying the characters and conveying the emotional intensity of the struggle.
These performative dimensions would have made the siege of Dimdim, the heroism of its
defenders, and the ultimate tragedy of its fall incredibly vivid and immersive experiences for
listeners. Therefore, a comprehensive literary analysis of Beyti Dimdim must acknowledge its
origins and enduring life as a performance art, where the act of telling, with all its nuances of
voice, gesture, and sound, was as crucial to its meaning and impact as the tale itself. The
evolution or decline of these specific performance traditions could, in turn, influence how the
epic is understood and received by subsequent generations who encounter it primarily
through written texts.

While Emir Xan Lepzérin is undeniably the central heroic figure, the Dimdim epic appears to
place a particularly strong emphasis on the collective resistance, suffering, and fate of the
Kurdish people or tribe involved.! Descriptions often highlight the actions of "a Kurdish tribe"
that "fought back" and "did not give in" !, or how "Kurds did not surrender" and the sacrifices
of "all those Kurdish women and newlywed girls"." This collective focus might distinguish the
Dimdim epic from some other well-known epic traditions that tend to concentrate more
singularly on the personal prowess, lineage, and individual destiny of a paramount hero, such
as Achilles in the



lliad or the titular hero of Beowulf.?? Although Emir Khan is a pivotal leader 8, the narrative
consistently underscores the shared experience of "the defenders" ' or "the Kurds".! This
emphasis on collective identity and destiny likely reflects Dimdim's profound role as a
national epic ', one deeply concerned with the survival, honor, and historical consciousness of
an entire people facing existential threats from external powers. The heroism depicted is thus
not merely individualistic but powerfully representative of the collective Kurdish spirit of
resistance. This characteristic makes the epic an exceptionally potent instrument for fostering
a shared identity and a common understanding of historical struggle.

5. A Symbol Forged in Struggle: Cultural and Political
Legacy

The Dimdim epic, along with the historical battle it commemorates, has transcended its
origins to become a foundational element of Kurdish national consciousness. It serves as a
potent symbol of unwavering resistance, the unyielding fight for national honor and greatness,
and the sacred duty to protect the Kurdish homeland, Kurdistan.! For many Kurds, Dimdim is
not just a historical site or a story; it is regarded as a hallowed place, and its saga represents a
crucial chapter in Kurdistan's political and cultural history.” The very narrative of the Dimdim
resistance is seen as nurturing the enduring spirit of freedom and the aspiration for
self-determination among Kurds, particularly in regions like Eastern Kurdistan (northwestern
Iran), where the castle stands.”

The influence of the Dimdim epic permeates various facets of Kurdish arts, literature, and
contemporary socio-political movements. Emir Xan Lepzérin, the hero of Dimdim, is
celebrated in traditional Kurdish culture by artists, poets, and singers as a paramount national
hero.” This reverence continues into the modern era, with the story inspiring contemporary
artistic expressions. For instance, the Kurdish painter Zhilemo has centered significant works
on the Dimdim narrative, viewing his art as a means to "breathe new life into Kurdish history"
and to illuminate this pivotal struggle for a new generation.’ The epic is consistently cited as a
major wellspring of inspiration for Kurdish national identity and pride, and its potent legacy
continues to fuel cultural movements that seek to preserve and promote Kurdish heritage.®
Perhaps most strikingly, the symbolism of Dimdim retains its vitality in the context of
contemporary conflicts and political aspirations. The diary of a Kurdish youth fighting in the
besieged city of Sur in Diyarbakir, Turkey, famously opened with the invocation, "Let Sur be
the Fortress Dimdim"." This direct reference underscores how the 17th-century siege
continues to serve as a powerful metaphor for liberation, resilience, and the willingness to
defend one's community against overwhelming odds. Furthermore, political organizations
such as the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) have strategically tapped into the rich vein of
traditional Kurdish heroic lyrical epics, including the spirit and narrative patterns exemplified
by 'Kela Dimdimé', to disseminate their ideology, articulate their struggle, and foster a sense
of historical continuity in their resistance.”



The memory of Emir Xan Lepzérin and the defense of Dimdim is actively kept alive through
enduring commemorations. Kurdish communities reportedly hold annual events to honor his
legacy and the sacrifices made at the fortress.® The story of Dimdim is consistently revered as
a powerful symbol of defiance against tyranny and oppression in all its forms.® This active
remembrance ensures that the epic's message remains ingrained in the collective Kurdish
consciousness.

The enduring power of the Dimdim narrative lies significantly in its remarkable adaptability. Its
potent symbolism has been invoked across a wide spectrum of contexts: from the traditional
settings of folklore and artistic representation ° to the harsh realities of modern urban warfare
', and even within the ideological frameworks of contemporary political movements.?' This
capacity for reinterpretation and application to new struggles is a key reason for its lasting
relevance. The core themes of defending one's homeland, upholding honor, and resisting a
powerful oppressor possess a timeless quality that allows the Dimdim story to resonate with
successive generations facing new challenges. The symbol of Dimdim is not static; it has
evolved alongside the Kurdish historical experience, continually renewing its significance.
This sustained celebration and invocation of the Dimdim epic, particularly its unwavering
interpretation as a righteous fight for freedom, serves as a powerful counter-hegemonic
instrument. It stands against attempts by dominant states—historically the Safavids, and by
extension, subsequent states exercising control over Kurdish populations—to erase,
marginalize, or delegitimize Kurdish history and their long-standing aspirations for autonomy.
As established, official Persian historical accounts often framed the Dimdim uprising as an act
of "mutiny or treason" , representing the hegemonic narrative of the ruling imperial power.
The Kurdish epic, in stark contrast, offers a narrative of legitimate struggle and heroic
defiance." The continued retelling of the Kurdish version of Dimdim, through oral traditions,
artistic expressions °, and political invocations ¢, actively preserves and promotes this
counter-narrative. This process is of paramount importance for maintaining a distinct Kurdish
identity and historical consciousness, especially for a people who have often found their
history suppressed or misrepresented in official state-sanctioned narratives. The Dimdim epic
thus becomes more than just a story; it functions as an act of profound cultural resistance
and meticulous memory preservation against forces that might seek to assimilate or silence
the Kurdish voice and their historical claims to agency. The artist Zhilemo's mission, inspired
by Dimdim, to "rekindle the fire of a history that lies hidden beneath the ashes" because
surrounding nations have "stolen...distorted or obscured" Kurdish achievements, perfectly
encapsulates this vital role.’

6. Preservation and Interpretation: Scholarly
Engagement with the Dimdim Epic

The journey of the Dimdim epic from a historical event to a cornerstone of Kurdish cultural
heritage involves a fascinating history of transmission and scholarly engagement. The earliest



known literary account of the Battle of Dimdim is attributed to the classical Kurdish poet Faqgi
Tayran, who lived from 1590 to 1660.2 His work provides a textual anchor for the epic,
composed relatively close to the time of the actual events, offering invaluable poetic
reflections on the struggle. Alongside such early written forms, the Dimdim epic, like much of
Kurdish folklore, thrived within a vibrant oral tradition, meticulously preserved and
passionately recited by

dengbéjs—the traditional Kurdish bards and storytellers.’

The entry of the Dimdim epic into the realm of Western scholarly awareness and systematic
documentation began in the mid-19th century. Auguste Jaba, who served as a Russian consul
in Erzurum, was among the pioneering figures in this endeavor. He transcribed portions of the
"Xané Cengzérin" (Golden Hand Khan) version of the epic. His collection included a prose
rendition accompanied by a French translation, as well as poetic segments attributed to
Feqiyé Teyran.” Following Jaba's work, Albert Socin, another European scholar, published a
different branch of the epic in 1890." These early efforts were crucial in moving the epic
beyond purely oral transmission and making it accessible to a wider international academic
audience.

Among the most significant contributors to the preservation and study of the Dimdim epic are
Kurdish scholars themselves, preeminently Ordixané Celil. Often working in collaboration with
his brother Celilé Celil and sister Cemile Celil, Ordixané Celil dedicated much of his scholarly
career to the extensive collection, documentation, and analysis of Kurdish folklore. The
Dimdim epic, frequently referred to in their works as Kela Dimdimé Xané Lepzérin or under
titles such as Kurdish Heroic Epic “Zlatorukiy Khan": Dimdim (Golden Hand Khan: Dimdim),
was a central focus of his research.” Indeed, his doctoral thesis was devoted to this very epic,
specifically "Xané Cengzérin, Dimdim"."® The Celil family's meticulous work, which also
included the collection of over 100,000 Kurdish proverbs ', has been paramount in
safeguarding Kurdish oral literature. Ordixané Celil's analysis consistently emphasized the
Dimdim epic's deep roots in historical events and its powerful reflection of Kurdish aspirations
for liberation, thereby challenging prevailing academic views that sometimes downplayed
Kurdish historical agency."

Another figure mentioned in the transmission of the Dimdim story is Ereb Shamo (Areb
Samilov). Yasin Aziz, in the notes to his novel Dum Dum Castle, credits Shamo, described as an
Armenian or Russian writer, with translating an "original story" of Dimdim into Kurdish
approximately half a century before Aziz's own work.! Ereb Samilov is also recorded as having
personally witnessed deeply moving recitations of the epic by traditional storytellers."” This
connection points to the complex, sometimes cross-cultural, pathways through which the
epic was transmitted and popularized, and hints at the possible existence of different
recensions or interpretations.

Modern adaptations and analyses continue to demonstrate the epic's enduring relevance.
Yasin Aziz's historical novel Dum Dum Castle (2014) represents a significant contemporary
effort to dramatize the Dimdim struggle and bring Kurdish history to an English-speaking
global audience, drawing on both historical facts and earlier literary versions like that
attributed to Shamo." The Kurdish writer Jan Dost also contributed to this literary lineage with



his early epic poem

Kela Dimdimé (The Citadel of Dimdim), composed in 1984 and published in 1991 %,
showcasing continued creative engagement with the epic's themes in modern Kurdish
literature. While not exclusively focused on Dimdim, the broader research of Behrooz
Chamanara on "The Kurdish Shahnama" provides an invaluable context for understanding
Kurdish epic traditions. Chamanara's work explores the rich and distinct epic-heroic tradition
found in literary Gurani, arguing for its substantial independence from Ferdowsi's Persian
Shahnameh and highlighting its unique characteristics, including different heroes and a native
syllabic meter.2* This scholarship is vital for situating Dimdim within a larger, potentially
autonomous Kurdish epic cycle, challenging older assumptions of simple derivation from
Persian literary models.

The Dimdim epic's journey through different languages and its transmission across
generations attest to its vitality. It exists primarily in Kurdish (notably Kurmanii, though
Chamanara's work on Gurani epics suggests a broader linguistic base for Kurdish heroic
poetry), with early translations or versions noted in French by Auguste Jaba ' and
contemporary novelistic adaptations in English by Yasin Aziz." While explicit mentions of
Armenian versions of the Dimdim epic itself are less detailed in the provided materials
compared to an epic like

Mem G Zin (for which Armenian versions are known °), the connection is suggested. Yasin Aziz
refers to Areb Shamo as potentially Armenian !, and the scholar I.A. Orbeli documented
Armenian bards in Kurdistan who were highly valued for their skilled performances of the
"Xané Lepzérin" epic."” This points to fascinating instances of cross-cultural performance and
appreciation. The continued retelling of the Dimdim story in diverse forms—oral recitation,
poetry, novels, and academic studies—ensures its transmission and its capacity to resonate
across cultural and generational divides."

The history of the Dimdim epic's preservation and dissemination reveals the crucial role
played by individuals who were either part of the Kurdish diaspora or non-Kurdish scholars
and writers. Figures such as the Russian consul Auguste Jaba, the possibly Armenian or
Russian writer Areb Shamo, and contemporary diasporic Kurdish authors like Yasin Aziz
(based in the UK) and Jan Dost (who published in Germany) have been instrumental. Their
efforts in documenting, translating, adapting, and reinterpreting the Dimdim epic have made it
accessible to both Kurdish communities dispersed globally and to wider international
audiences. This pattern is not uncommon for many oral traditions around the world, where the
interest of external scholars or the dedicated work of diasporic communities often plays a
pivotal role in the textualization, analysis, and broader dissemination of cultural heritage that
might otherwise remain confined to its original oral context or face the risk of being lost.
Furthermore, the academic study of the Dimdim epic, particularly by Kurdish scholars such as
Ordixané Celil, can be understood as a significant act of cultural reclamation and intellectual
validation. This is especially pertinent in a historical context where Kurdish language, culture,
and history have often faced suppression or marginalization within the nation-states where
Kurds reside. The rigorous collection, meticulous analysis, and formal publication of these
epics in academic forums, such as Celil's doctoral dissertation on Dimdim " and his numerous



scholarly publications ', serve to assert their profound literary and historical value on a global
stage. As noted in the introduction to one of Celil's works, the epic of “Xané Lepzérin" stands
as a powerful refutation of theories that have historically depicted Kurds as a
non-independent people who never actively fought for their freedom; the epic itself is
described as possessing "immense ideological value"."”” Consequently, the scholarly
engagement with Dimdim is not merely an academic pursuit; it is a vital form of intellectual
and cultural self-assertion. It allows for the correction of historical misrepresentations and
provides scholarly legitimacy to narratives that are central to Kurdish identity, their historical
claims to agency, and their long tradition of resistance.

7. Conclusion: The Unsilenced Fortress

The Kurdish Epic of Dimdim Castle, Beyti Dimdim, emerges from this analysis not merely as a
relic of the past but as a vibrant and enduring cultural monument. Its historical foundations
are firmly rooted in the tumultuous Kurdish struggle for autonomy in the early 17th century, a
desperate yet heroic stand against the might of the Safavid Empire. Through centuries of
transmission via rich oral traditions and various written literary expressions, the epic has
preserved the memory of Emir Xan Lepzérin and the valiant defenders of Dimdim. Its narrative,
filled with themes of heroism, sacrifice, resistance, and an unquenchable thirst for freedom,
has become deeply embedded in the Kurdish psyche. The potent symbolism of Dimdim Castle
itself—as a bastion of independence and a site of ultimate sacrifice—continues to resonate
profoundly within Kurdish culture and political consciousness.

The Dimdim epic serves as far more than a historical account or a piece of folkloric literature;
it is a living testament to the resilience of the Kurdish spirit, their profound and unbreakable
connection to their ancestral homeland, and their unwavering quest for self-determination
and the preservation of their unique identity against formidable and often overwhelming odds.
The story of Dimdim, the "unsilenced fortress," remains a vital and integral part of the Kurdish
narrative, a source of inspiration, and a crucial lens through which to understand Kurdish
history, cultural values, and enduring aspirations for recognition, dignity, and freedom.

A striking characteristic of the Dimdim epic is its capacity to transform a historical military
defeat and a brutal massacre into a profound moral and cultural victory. The historical
outcome of the siege was the fall of the fortress and the annihilation of its defenders.! This
was, by any conventional measure, a catastrophic loss. However, the epic tradition, as it has
been cherished and retold by Kurds, shifts the focus from the material defeat to the spiritual
triumph of its protagonists. The narrative emphasizes the defenders' extraordinary heroism,
their steadfast refusal to surrender even in the face of certain death, and their ultimate
preservation of honor through immense sacrifice.! This reframing of events is a common and
powerful mechanism in epics of resistance worldwide, where the moral victory achieved by
upholding one's core values against an oppressive force often overshadows the physical loss.
Consequently, the legacy of Dimdim in Kurdish memory is not one of victimhood or
subjugation, but of heroic defiance and indomitable will. This inherent paradox—finding



triumph in tragedy, strength in sacrifice—is central to the epic's enduring power as a national
touchstone. It acknowledges the depth of suffering and loss while simultaneously celebrating
a spirit that transcends physical annihilation, thereby providing a narrative of resilience that
continues to inform and fuel Kurdish cultural identity and their ongoing struggles. The echoes
from the walls of Dimdim, though silenced in 1610, continue to speak volumes to successive
generations.
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