The Resilient Voice: Kurdish Oral
Traditions Before 2010

Introduction

For centuries, the Kurdish people, dispersed across mountainous regions spanning
modern-day Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria, have navigated a complex existence often marked by
political marginalization and statelessness. In the absence of enduring state structures or
widespread literacy accessible to all, oral traditions have served as the bedrock of Kurdish
culture, identity, and historical consciousness.® These traditions, encompassing a vast
repertoire of sung epics, lyrical poetry, folktales, proverbs, and riddles, functioned not merely
as entertainment but as vital repositories of collective memory, linguistic heritage, social
norms, and resilience.® Transmitted across generations through performance and memory,
these verbal arts have been instrumental in preserving a distinct Kurdish identity, particularly
in the face of assimilationist policies and outright suppression enacted by the states
governing Kurdistan.®

This report examines the multifaceted world of Kurdish oral traditions as they existed and
were practiced before 2010. It delves into the prominent role of the dengbéj, the revered
singer-storytellers, explores the diverse genres that constitute this rich heritage, analyzes the
methods of transmission and performance contexts, and investigates the core themes and
cultural values embedded within these narratives. Furthermore, it addresses the significant
challenges—including political persecution, linguicide, modernization, and displacement—that
have impacted these traditions, alongside efforts towards their documentation and
revitalization.® Understanding these oral traditions offers crucial perspectives on Kurdish
history, culture, and the enduring spirit of a people who have consistently found strength and
continuity in the power of the spoken and sung word.

The Role and Significance of Dengbéji

Central to Kurdish oral culture is the tradition of Dengbéji, performed by dengbéjs—literally
"masters of the voice" (deng meaning voice, béj from the verb "to tell").2 These singer-poets
are far more than mere entertainers; they are revered as living archives, historians, and crucial
guardians of Kurdish language, culture, and collective memory.® In a context where written
Kurdish was often suppressed or inaccessible, the dengbéjs ensured the transmission of
history, epics, social events, love stories, and cultural norms across generations.® Their
performances, often lengthy and improvised, served to articulate shared experiences,
reinforce identity, and provide commentary on contemporary life, effectively functioning as a
form of social media in pre-modern times." They are seen as embodying the Kurdish past,
recounting tales of village life, local lords, heroism, and conflict.”



Historical Context and Persecution

The dengbéj tradition has faced significant challenges throughout history, particularly under
modern nation-states. While figures like Roger Lescot documented the tradition during the
French Mandate period ¢, the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923 brought severe
restrictions. Policies aimed at forging a monolithic Turkish identity led to the denial of Kurdish
identity and the outright banning of the Kurdish language, even in private conversation.® This
"linguicide," or language genocide ", directly targeted oral traditions. In the 1930s, fines were
imposed for speaking Kurdish, endangering Dengbéji in Turkish Kurdistan.® The situation
intensified following the 1980 military coup in Turkey, with dengbéjs facing persecution for
singing in Kurdish.? During this era, their performances were often recorded clandestinely on
cassette tapes and distributed underground, highlighting the tradition's resilience and its
perceived threat to the state.® Some dengbéjs were forced into exile, while others adapted by
singing in Turkish, sometimes gaining fame as "Oriental Nightingales" but often perpetuating
state narratives of Kurdish backwardness.'® The partial lifting of the ban on Kurdish language
use (excluding official domains) in Turkey in 1991 under Turgut Ozal allowed for a cautious
public resurgence of the tradition.’

Performance Styles: Kilam vs. Stran

Dengbéjs employ distinct performance styles, primarily the kilam and the stran.

e Kilam: Often considered the quintessential dengbéj form, the kilam is a long, narrative,
often epic recital song performed without instrumental accompaniment.® It is
characterized by a powerful vocal delivery, intricate ornamentation, and a focus on
storytelling, recounting historical events, heroic deeds, or tragic love sagas. Some
definitions emphasize its spontaneous nature, where the dengbéj expresses what
moves them without strict adherence to rhythmic or melodic structures.® In some
regions, kilam is a broader term for anonymous oral products, while elsewhere it
specifically denotes a story told in song, sometimes preceded by a spoken narrative
introduction."”

e Stran: This term generally refers to songs with a more defined melodic and rhythmic
structure.® Strans encompass a wider range of themes, including popular songs, love
songs (stranén dilan), wedding songs, and sometimes heroic songs (stranén mérxasi).®
Unlike the often unaccompanied kilam, strans may sometimes feature instrumental
accompaniment, although the voice remains central.

Performance Contexts

Historically, dengbéjs performed in various social settings, reflecting their integral role in
community life.
e Divan/Diwan: These were gatherings, often held in the guest rooms (diwanxane) of
local leaders (Mirs, Aghas, Beys) or prominent villagers." Performing in the divan was a
mark of prestige for a dengbéj, offering both patronage and a platform to share epics



and historical narratives." These gatherings had specific etiquette, with attentive, silent
listening being the norm.™

Sevbérk/Sevbihérk: Meaning "spending the night," these were long evening
gatherings, particularly common during winter." Dengbéjs and cirokbéjs (storytellers)
would entertain and educate the community with songs, tales, and epics, making these
events crucial for cultural transmission.™

Weddings: Dengbéjs were highly sought after to perform at weddings, providing
entertainment with celebratory songs (dilok), love songs (lawik), and potentially heroic
narratives.® Their presence added prestige and cultural depth to the festivities.
Funerals: While laments (sin) were often performed by women, dengbéjs also
performed songs appropriate for mourning, reflecting the community's grief and
commemorating the deceased.!” The kilam genre itself is sometimes seen as closely
related to funeral lamentations.”

Other Contexts: Performances could also occur during seasonal migrations, work (e.g.,
harvest songs like Bélite), festivals, and more informal village gatherings.”

Transmission and Apprenticeship

The art of Dengbéji was traditionally passed down through an apprenticeship system, often
resembling the ustad-¢irak (master-apprentice) relationship found in other Middle Eastern
traditions.® Aspiring dengbéjs would spend years learning from a master (ustad), memorizing
hundreds of songs, epics, and stories, along with the intricate vocal techniques and
performance styles.® Mastery required not only memorization but also the ability to improvise
and potentially create new compositions or variations on existing themes.® Traditionally,
dengbéjs needed to demonstrate knowledge of the ancient repertoire before performing their
own songs.® Although many dengbéjs were illiterate, their memories served as vast libraries of
Kurdish culture.®

Notable Dengbéjs (Pre-2010)

Numerous dengbéjs achieved renown before 2010, becoming legendary figures whose
recordings (often initially clandestine) preserved the art form.

Evdalé Zeyniké: Often considered one of the greatest dengbéjs, Evdalé Zeyniké is a
semi-legendary figure whose life and art have inspired modern Kurdish writers like
Mehmed Uzun." He is remembered as a master whose voice could move mountains,
heal wounds, and connect with all aspects of life and nature.® His performances were
said to span days and nights, embodying the depth and endurance of the tradition.® He
represents the quintessential dengbéj deeply rooted in the land and its stories.™
Sakiro (Sakir Deniz, 1936-1996): A highly influential modern dengbéj from the Agri
region of Turkey, known for his powerful voice and extensive repertoire.” His family
originated near Mount Aragats in Armenia." Exposed to Dengbéji from a young age, his
recordings, often distributed illegally on cassette tapes during periods of suppression,
became crucial resources for later generations.” He is considered a defining figure of



the tradition in recent times.®

e Karapeté Xaco (c. 1900-2005): An Armenian dengbéj who became one of the most
important performers of Kurdish music.? A survivor of the Armenian Genocide, his
knowledge of Kurmanji and singing talent saved him.?? He later worked for Yerevan
Radio's Kurdish service, popularizing Dengbéji among Kurds in the Caucasus and
beyond.? His recordings of classic songs like "Ay lo miro" and "Adullé" are considered
invaluable contributions to the preservation of Kurdish musical heritage.? His life
exemplifies the complex interactions between Kurdish and Armenian cultures in the
region.”

e Seyitxané Boyaxci (Seydo Simsek, b. 1933): A contemporary dengbéj from the
Diyarbakir region, known as the "shoeshine man" (Boyaxci) due to his long-time
profession.” Despite a life of hardship and lack of formal education, he became a
celebrated singer, embodying the grassroots nature of the tradition.” His life story
reflects the struggles and resilience of ordinary Kurds, and he became a prominent
voice in the Mala Dengbéjan in Diyarbakir.’

Other figures mentioned include Mihemed Arif Cizrawi, Apé Qado, Alihan, Rifaté Daré, and
Ehmedé Fermané Kiki."

Revitalization Efforts

Despite periods of decline and suppression, the late 20th and early 21st centuries saw
conscious efforts to revitalize Dengbéji. Following the partial lifting of the language ban in
Turkey in 1991, dengbéjs gained more freedom to perform publicly.® From the mid-1990s,
Kurdish politicians began supporting their participation in festivals and media appearances,
albeit often outside Turkey initially.® A significant step was the establishment of Mala
Dengbéjan (Dengbéj Houses) — cultural centers dedicated to preserving and promoting the
tradition. The first opened in Van in 2003, followed by a prominent one in Diyarbakir in 2007,
supported by the municipality.® These houses provided spaces for aging dengbéjs to gather,
perform, teach, and record their art."” International bodies like the European Union also
provided support for these revitalization projects, recognizing Dengbéji as an important
intangible cultural heritage.® This process involved constructing the dengbéj as a symbol of
Kurdish tradition and heritage, sometimes negotiating complex relationships with both the
Turkish state and the Kurdish national movement.?

Key Genres of Kurdish Oral Tradition (Beyond
Dengbéji)

While Dengbéji, particularly the kilam, holds a central place, Kurdish oral tradition
encompasses a rich tapestry of other genres, reflecting the diverse facets of Kurdish life and
expression.

Epic Romances



Long narrative poems, often recounting tales of tragic love, heroism, and historical events,
form a significant part of the oral repertoire.

e Mem G Zin: Widely considered the Kurdish national epic, Mem 4 Zin tells the tragic story
of two lovers prevented from marrying by societal forces, ultimately leading to their
deaths.? While the most famous version is the 17th-century written mathnawi (mystical
romance) by Ehmedé Xani, the story existed in numerous oral versions, often known as
Memé Alan.* Xan's literary version, likely inspired by these oral tales, elevates the
characters (particularly Mem), significantly reduces elements of folk religion and magic
prominent in oral renderings, and imbues the story with mystical Sufi allegory and,
arguably, early expressions of Kurdish national consciousness.? The oral tradition of
Memé Alan, however, continued to circulate widely, forming part of a broader
Perso-Iranian cultural sphere.?* The enduring popularity of both oral and written forms
underscores its cultural significance.

e Siyabend i Xecé: Another popular tragic love story, this legend tells of the orphan
Siyabend, brave but reckless, and his love for Xecé.?” Their fate is sealed by external
forces and Siyabend's own flaws.?’ The tale explores themes of fate, human fallibility,
and the intertwining of good and evil within individuals.?’ Adaptations, like the 1992 film
by Sahin Gok, have used the legend as a framework to explore the broader history and
struggles of the Kurdish people, often facing significant political obstacles due to the
suppression of Kurdish culture in Turkey.?

e Other Epics: Oral tradition also includes epics based on historical events, such as
Dimdim, which recounts the 17th-century Kurdish resistance against Shah Abbas | at the
Dimdim fortress."” Zembilfirosh ("Basket-seller") is a poetic tale echoing the story of
Joseph and Zuleikha, exploring themes of temptation and piety.?’

Shorter Forms

Alongside lengthy epics, numerous shorter poetic and song forms flourished:

e Lawje: This term appears with varied meanings. It is often described as epic poems or
songs, particularly about love or battle.”® Some sources classify it as a specific genre
focusing on love, separation, and longing, sometimes intertwined with conflict, similar to
Lawik or Stranén Dilan."” Another interpretation links lawje specifically to
religious-themed songs.®' This ambiguity highlights regional variations in terminology
within the oral tradition.

e Heyranok: Primarily love songs expressing affection, heartache, or unrequited love."
They are often sung responsively between young men and women, particularly during
seasonal migrations to summer pastures (zozan)."” Heyranoks typically lack a fixed
meter but possess a distinct melodic structure."’

e Payizok: Songs performed in autumn (payiz) during the return from the highlands."
Themes often revolve around the sadness of departure and separation after the
summer months spent together."

e Sesbendi: Often performed responsively in divans as a concluding piece, characterized



by a main rhyme sustained by performers in turn."”

Bélite/Bérite: Lively, responsorial songs performed in chorus at weddings, divans, and
during communal work like planting and harvesting.”” Also known as Katar or Berdolavi."
Sin: Laments sung primarily for the dead, but also expressing sorrow over separation,
disasters, or a bride leaving home." While often performed by women, dengbéjs also
included gin in their repertoire."”

Dilok: Measured, rhymed songs, often using a 7-syllable meter, performed at
celebrations and weddings for entertainment.'

Zémar: Mentioned as a form performed by Dengbéj Sakiro, zémar covers themes like
love, separation, death, and social critique, often featuring dialogue and specific
cultural motifs.”

Prose Narratives

Cirok: The general Kurdish term for folktales or stories.”” These were traditionally told
during long winter nights (sevregk).”” Kurdish folktales feature a wide range of
characters and motifs common in broader Middle Eastern and Iranian folklore, including
clever heroes (sometimes revealed as princes), demons (déw), sprites (peri), dragons,
and treacherous figures like viziers.>* A popular recurring character is the clever,
bald-headed boy known as Kegelok, similar to figures in Turkish (Keloglan) and Persian
(Kachal) traditions.?” Themes often revolve around quests, overcoming adversity, and
the pursuit of justice, which frequently requires supernatural intervention or cleverness
rather than formal legal means.** Collections like Diane Edgecomb's "A Fire in My Heart"
and translations by Wheeler Thackston provide access to these tales in English.3

Didactic and Wisdom Literature

Oral tradition also served didactic purposes through concise forms:

Gotinén Pésiyan: Kurdish proverbs ("words of the ancestors") encapsulate generations
of wisdom, cultural values, and observations about life, nature, and society.®? They are
defined as short, meaningful, stereotyped, and often artistic sayings that reflect
experiences and offer guidance or commentary.*® Examples reveal cultural attitudes
towards health ("Mala ku gost bikeviyé, derd nakeviyé" - The house that meat enters,
illness does not), the transience of wealth ("Malé dinyé qiréja destan e" - Worldly wealth
is dirt on the hands), and social roles, though sometimes reflecting patriarchal views
("Jin, taca zérin " - Woman is a golden crown vs. "Jin G derew mirovén (yek)hev in" -
Woman and lies are relatives).*® Proverbs often employ metaphor, parallelism, and
rhyme to be memorable.*?

Mamik: Riddles (mamik or tasStanok - "what-is-ness") are another popular form, often
posed during evening gatherings (Saw nasini) as a way to test wit and knowledge of the
world and cultural heritage.®® They typically have a two-part structure: a descriptive
question containing clues (often metaphorical or paradoxical) and a hidden answer.*
Topics range from nature and animals to household objects and human beings.*



Riddles serve not only as entertainment but also as cognitive exercises, encouraging
metaphorical thinking and problem-solving within a communal context.*

Transmission, Performance, and Context

The vitality of Kurdish oral traditions before 2010 depended entirely on effective transmission
and conducive performance contexts.

Methods of Transmission

The primary mode of transmission was, by definition, oral performance and memorization.*
Knowledge, stories, songs, and poems were passed down through generations within families
and communities.*> Master performers, like the dengbéjs, played a crucial role, often taking on
apprentices (cirak) to whom they imparted their vast repertoire and stylistic techniques.®
Constant repetition in performance was essential for retention, especially given that many
performers were illiterate.® The close-knit nature of traditional Kurdish society, whether
nomadic or settled agricultural communities, facilitated this person-to-person transmission.*
Shared cultural practices within multilingual environments, such as those involving Kurdish
and Neo-Aramaic speakers in Northern Irag, also led to the borrowing and adaptation of
narrative styles and formulas.*

Narrative Techniques

Kurdish storytellers employed a range of techniques characteristic of oral literature
worldwide, but often with specific local inflections.®

e Opening and Closing Formulas: Narratives were typically framed by specific formulas.
Openings often used existential phrases like "Hebu tunebu" ("There was, there was
not") or "Carek ji caran" ("Once upon a time"), sometimes combined with blessings for
the listeners or impersonal reporting verbs ("They said...") to situate the story in a
traditional continuum.*? Closings frequently employed phrases like "Xelas" ("It is
finished") or involved the narrator inserting themselves back into the present, often
humorously stating they received no reward from the story's protagonists, alongside
blessings.®?

e Repetition: Repetition was a key device used for various functions: aiding memory,
creating rhythm and emphasis, linking narrative segments (tail-head linkage),
highlighting thematic elements, and providing stylistic variation.® This included
repeating words, phrases, sounds (lengthening), or entire structures (parallelism
Reduplication was common, especially for intensification or onomatopoeia.*?

e Figurative Language: Storytelling was enriched by the use of metaphors, similes,
proverbs, idioms, and sound symbolism (onomatopoeia, ideophones).*

e Discourse Markers: Specific linguistic features like conjunctions, particles (e.g., the
additive ji or -is), temporal adverbs, and the use of verbs like "to rise" helped structure
the narrative flow, signal transitions, and manage information focus.*

).32



Performance Contexts

Performances were woven into the fabric of social life. As previously noted, divans (formal
gatherings) and sevbérks (long winter evening sessions) were crucial contexts for epics and
storytelling." Weddings and funerals occasioned specific genres like dilok and sin." Seasonal
events, like the migration to and from summer pastures (zozan), prompted specific songs like
heyranok and payizok." Communal work, such as harvesting, might be accompanied by
rhythmic songs like Bélite."” Even everyday life provided opportunities for sharing proverbs,
riddles, and shorter tales within the family or village setting.*® The performance was often a
communal experience, fostering social cohesion and shared cultural understanding.?

Role of Gender

While male dengbéjs are often the most prominent figures discussed, women played
significant roles in Kurdish oral traditions. Women were, and often still are, the primary
performers of laments (sin) at funerals.” They were active participants in responsive singing
like heyranok." Furthermore, women have been crucial in the domestic sphere for
transmitting lullabies, folktales (¢irok), and proverbs to children, acting as the first educators
in cultural heritage.® In more recent times, Kurdish women have also become active collectors
and archivists of folklore, recognizing its importance for language revitalization and
challenging dominant narratives, sometimes carving out specific gendered subject positions
through this work." Some research specifically focuses on female figures within Kurdish
mythology and folklore.*® However, it's also noted that even when women originated melodies
or laments, it was often men who performed them in formal settings like the divan.’

Themes and Cultural Values in Kurdish Oral Tradition

Kurdish oral traditions are deeply imbued with recurring themes and cultural values that
reflect the historical experiences, social structures, and worldview of the Kurdish people.

e Love and Romance: Tales of passionate, often tragic, love are central, as seen in epics
like Mem G Zin and Siyabend G Xecé, as well as in shorter forms like lawje/lawik and
heyranok."” These stories explore the complexities of human relationships, societal
constraints, and the profound impact of love and loss.

e Heroism, Resistance, and Struggle: Given the Kurds' history, themes of heroism,
resistance against oppressors, and tribal conflicts are pervasive, particularly in dengbéj
epics (ser or kilamén mérxasi) and historical narratives like Dimdim.® These narratives
often celebrate bravery, lament losses, and recount struggles for survival and autonomy;,
reflecting a collective experience of marginalization and the necessity of resilience
("Barxodan Jiana": Resistance is life).> This resistance is foundational to much of
Kurdish literature, both oral and written.®

e History and Collective Memory: Oral traditions, especially Dengbéji, function as a
crucial vehicle for preserving and transmitting historical events, genealogies, and social
memory in the absence of state-sanctioned or widely accessible written histories.® They



provide a Kurdish perspective on the past, often contrasting with official state
narratives."

Social Commentary and Justice: Folktales (¢irok) and proverbs (gotinén pésiyan)
often contain social commentary, critiquing injustice, folly, or greed.** Tales frequently
explore themes of justice, though often achieved through cleverness or supernatural aid
rather than formal systems.3

Connection to Land and Geography: The mountainous landscape of Kurdistan is not
just a backdrop but an active element in many oral narratives.? The mountains are often
portrayed as refuges and symbols of Kurdish identity ("Our only friends are the
mountains").? Dengbéj songs, in particular, create a sense of place, defining the
homeland (welat) in contrast to foreign lands (xeribi) and anchoring identity in specific
local geographies.®

Cultural Values: Oral traditions reinforce core Kurdish cultural values. Hospitality is
paramount, traditionally embodied in the village guest house maintained by the leader
(agha).* Honor, family loyalty (often patrilineal), generosity, integrity, and community
solidarity are frequently emphasized themes." Proverbs encapsulate practical wisdom
and shared ethical understandings.®

Challenges and Transformations (Pre-2010)

Kurdish oral traditions, while resilient, faced profound challenges in the period leading up to
2010, stemming from political, social, and technological changes.

Political Suppression and Linguicide: This was arguably the most significant threat.
State policies, particularly in Turkey but also in Iraq, Iran, and Syria, actively sought to
suppress Kurdish identity and language.® Bans on the Kurdish language, punishment for
its use, denial of Kurdish history, and the forced assimilation of Kurds directly
undermined the foundations of oral tradition.® Performers faced persecution,
imprisonment, or exile.® This created an environment of fear and self-censorship, even
after official bans were partially lifted."® The very act of performing in Kurdish became
an act of resistance.*

Modernization and Urbanization: The shift from predominantly rural, agrarian, and
nomadic lifestyles towards urbanization impacted the traditional contexts where oral
traditions thrived."” The decline of communal village life, the move to cities, and the
influence of modern education (often exclusively in the state language) weakened
intergenerational transmission and reduced opportunities for traditional performances
like sevbérk.® State-sponsored "modernization projects" in Irag, involving village
destruction and resettlement in collective towns, were particularly disruptive, severing
ties to ancestral lands and traditional social structures, even while introducing some
modern amenities.™

Displacement and Forced Resettlement: Large-scale forced displacement due to
conflict and state policies (like the Anfal campaign in Iraq or village destruction in Turkey
and Iraqg) shattered communities and disrupted the social fabric necessary for



sustaining oral traditions.” Refugees and internally displaced persons often lost
connection with their specific local traditions and performance contexts."

Decline of Traditional Performance Contexts: The social and economic changes
associated with modernization led to the decline of traditional patronage systems (e.g.,
Aghas supporting dengbéjs in divans) and communal gatherings like sevbérk.” The rise
of mass media offered alternative forms of entertainment, further marginalizing
traditional performers.'

Influence of Media and Recording Technology: While often facilitating suppression
(e.g., state control of broadcast media), technology also offered new avenues for
preservation and dissemination. Clandestine cassette recordings kept Dengbéji alive
during periods of intense repression.® Later, the advent of Kurdish satellite television
and the internet provided new platforms, albeit ones that could also standardize or
decontextualize performances.® Archiving efforts, sometimes undertaken by individuals
or communities, used recording technology to preserve voices and performances
perceived as endangered.”

Early Collection and Study

The documentation of Kurdish oral traditions owes much to the efforts of both external
scholars and Kurdish intellectuals, particularly from the late 19th century onwards.

European Orientalists: Scholars primarily from Germany and France played a
pioneering role. Figures like Albert Socin and Eugen Prym published significant
collections of Kurdish tales and songs (Kurdische Sammlungen, 1887, 1890), providing
valuable linguistic and folkloric data, though often reflecting the methodologies and
potential biases of 19th-century folklore studies.* Oskar Mann conducted extensive
linguistic and ethnographic research, publishing works like Die Mundart der
Mukri-Kurden (1906) and the multi-volume Kurdisch-Persische Forschungen, which
included folklore texts alongside linguistic analysis.® Roger Lescot, working during the
French Mandate in Syria, also studied and documented dengbéjs.® These early
collections, while invaluable, were shaped by the academic paradigms of their time,
sometimes focusing on perceived "primitive" origins or fitting Kurdish material into
pre-existing European frameworks.*

Soviet Kurdology: Scholars in the Soviet Union, particularly in the Armenian SSR where
a significant Kurdish (often Yezidi) population resided, also made important
contributions.? Figures like Heciyé Cindi, Eminé Evdal, and Qanaté Kurdo collected and
published folklore, often influenced by Soviet nationality policies and linguistic theories
(like those of Nikolaj Marr, which emphasized subaltern vernaculars).> Yerevan Radio's
Kurdish service, featuring performers like Karapeté Xago, became a vital center for
preserving and broadcasting Kurdish music and oral literature.?

Motivations and Biases: The motivations behind collection varied. Early European
scholars were often driven by linguistic and comparative folkloristic interests, sometimes
intertwined with Orientalist perspectives or the search for Indo-European origins.*



Soviet efforts were linked to nationality policies and anti-imperialist ideology, though
sometimes reproducing their own forms of hegemony.*® Later Kurdish collectors were
often motivated by national consciousness, a desire to preserve heritage threatened by
assimilation, and a belief in the intrinsic value of their culture for future generations and
universal human understanding.® However, early nationalist projects sometimes
prioritized certain dialects (like Sorani in Irag) over linguistic diversity.*’

Conclusion

Kurdish oral traditions, as documented and practiced before 2010, represent an
extraordinarily rich and resilient corpus of cultural expression. In the face of persistent
political adversity, including systematic attempts at linguicide and the violent disruption of
traditional life through displacement and forced modernization, these traditions served as
indispensable anchors for Kurdish identity, history, and language.® The dengbéj, alongside
tellers of tales (¢irokbéj) and bearers of wisdom (gotinén pésiyan, mamik), maintained a
vibrant connection to the past and provided commentary on the present, embodying the spirit
of resistance and cultural continuity.®

The diverse genres, from epic romances like Mem U Zin to poignant laments (sin) and witty
riddles (mamik), reflect the multifaceted nature of Kurdish experience, encompassing love,
loss, heroism, spirituality, and everyday life."” Transmitted through intimate communal settings
like the divan and sevbérk, these traditions reinforced core cultural values—honor, hospitality,
connection to the land, and collective solidarity—while adapting to changing circumstances,
even utilizing clandestine recordings during times of severe repression.®

The interplay between the oral and the written, as seen in the relationship between Memé
Alan and Ehmedé Xani's Mem G Zin, or the influence of dengbéjs on modern Kurdish novelists
like Mehmed Uzun, highlights a dynamic process of adaptation and "heritageization".? Efforts
to collect, archive, and revitalize these traditions, undertaken by both Kurds and external
scholars, underscore their perceived value not only for Kurdish self-definition but also as part
of a shared human heritage." Despite the profound challenges faced before 2010, the
enduring power of the Kurdish voice, carried through its oral traditions, remains a testament
to the deep human need for storytelling, memory, and cultural belonging.

Works Cited

2. -
https://core-cms.cambridgecore.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/O
F3BAO717D881D70ODE8923CF6CAE4099/S0021086222000019a.pdf/from_dengbej to
modern_writer_heritagization_of the_ kurdish_oral_tradition_and_revitalization_of the ku
rdish_language_in_the_works_of mehmed_uzun_and_mehmet_dicle.pdf - From Dengbéj
to Modern Writer: Heritagization of the Kurdish Oral Tradition...



https://www.researchgate.net/publication/390085908_Heritageization_of_Kurdish_Oral_Traditions
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/390085908_Heritageization_of_Kurdish_Oral_Traditions
https://core-cms.cambridgecore.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/0F3BA0717D881D70DE8923CF6CAE4099/S0021086222000019a.pdf/from_dengbej_to_modern_writer_heritagization_of_the_kurdish_oral_tradition_and_revitalization_of_the_kurdish_language_in_the_works_of_mehmed_uzun_and_mehmet_dicle.pdf
https://core-cms.cambridgecore.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/0F3BA0717D881D70DE8923CF6CAE4099/S0021086222000019a.pdf/from_dengbej_to_modern_writer_heritagization_of_the_kurdish_oral_tradition_and_revitalization_of_the_kurdish_language_in_the_works_of_mehmed_uzun_and_mehmet_dicle.pdf
https://core-cms.cambridgecore.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/0F3BA0717D881D70DE8923CF6CAE4099/S0021086222000019a.pdf/from_dengbej_to_modern_writer_heritagization_of_the_kurdish_oral_tradition_and_revitalization_of_the_kurdish_language_in_the_works_of_mehmed_uzun_and_mehmet_dicle.pdf
https://core-cms.cambridgecore.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/0F3BA0717D881D70DE8923CF6CAE4099/S0021086222000019a.pdf/from_dengbej_to_modern_writer_heritagization_of_the_kurdish_oral_tradition_and_revitalization_of_the_kurdish_language_in_the_works_of_mehmed_uzun_and_mehmet_dicle.pdf

W

10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

¢ - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dengb%C3%AA] - Dengbéj - Wikipedia
" - https://sumac.space/artworks/genesis-of-a-soundteller/ - Genesis of a Soundteller

24 _ https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/144591580/10.4324_9781315627427-7_chapterpdf.pdf -

Chapter on Mem ( Zin (likely from a book on Kurdish literature/culture)
25 _

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/kurdish-literature-mem-zin-b
2305194.html - Why Mem and Zin is the Kurdish Romeo and Juliet

2 _ https://iffr.com/en/iffr/1993/films/s%C3%AEabend-u-xec%C3%AA - Film description:
Siabend u Xecé (IFFR 1993)

% - https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00210862.2015.1058636 - Abstract on

Soviet studies of Kurdish language
40 _

https://books.google.com/books/about/Female_Figures_in_Kurdish_Mythology_and.html
?id=vfuezwEACAAJ - Female Figures in Kurdish Mythology and Folklore - Ozlem Bor -

Google Books

% _ https://www.amazon.com/Fire-My-Heart-Kurdish-Folklore/dp/159158437X - A Fire in
My Heart: Kurdish Tales (World Folklore Series) - Diane Edgecomb

32
https://masoudmohammadirad.com/2022%20narrative%20style%20and%20discourse
%20in%20Kurdish%20and%20Neo-Aramaic.pdf - Narrative Style and Discourse in
Kurdish and Neo-Aramaic Oral Literature

4 - https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-365272.xml - Oral
literature in Iranian languages (Brill Encyclopedia of Islam)

% - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of Kurds - List of Kurds - Wikipedia (Used for
historical context, not specific dengbéjs)

9 - https://globalrights.info/2010/07/dengbej-the-tradition-of-storytelling-in-kurdistan/ -
Dengbéj: the tradition of storytelling in Kurdistan (Article on Seyitxané Boyaxci)

'" - https://core.ac.uk/download/481566368.pdf - PDF Document mentioning various

Dengbéji forms (Title unclear from snippet)
18 _

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dicle_Oezcan_Elci/publication/338689752_dengbej
liksempozyumu/links/5e2569b392851cafc3935a29/den jliksempozyumu.pdf -

Dengbéjlik Symposium Proceedings (Detailed genre classification)

19 _
https://opendata.uni-halle.de/bitstream/1981185920/118586/1/ITS_40_Oezdemir_Hamelin
k_Greve Diversity and_contact among_singer-poet%20traditions_in%20Eastern_Anato
lia.pdf - Diversity and contact among singer-poet traditions in Eastern Anatolia

4 _

https://utoronto.scholaris.ca/server/api/core/bitstreams/27d729e5-8d79-4857-a813-
42058332b/content - PhD Dissertation Abstract on Kurdish Movement in Turkey
(Themes: Resistance, Land)
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https://sumac.space/artworks/genesis-of-a-soundteller/
https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/144591580/10.4324_9781315627427-7_chapterpdf.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/kurdish-literature-mem-zin-b2305194.html
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00210862.2015.1058636
https://books.google.com/books/about/Female_Figures_in_Kurdish_Mythology_and.html?id=vfuezwEACAAJ
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https://www.amazon.com/Fire-My-Heart-Kurdish-Folklore/dp/159158437X
https://masoudmohammadirad.com/2022%20narrative%20style%20and%20discourse%20in%20Kurdish%20and%20Neo-Aramaic.pdf
https://masoudmohammadirad.com/2022%20narrative%20style%20and%20discourse%20in%20Kurdish%20and%20Neo-Aramaic.pdf
https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-365272.xml
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Kurds
https://globalrights.info/2010/07/dengbej-the-tradition-of-storytelling-in-kurdistan/
https://core.ac.uk/download/481566368.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dicle_Oezcan_Elci/publication/338689752_dengbejliksempozyumu/links/5e2569b392851cafc3935a29/dengbejliksempozyumu.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dicle_Oezcan_Elci/publication/338689752_dengbejliksempozyumu/links/5e2569b392851cafc3935a29/dengbejliksempozyumu.pdf
https://opendata.uni-halle.de/bitstream/1981185920/118586/1/ITS_40_Oezdemir_Hamelink_Greve_Diversity_and_contact_among_singer-poet%20traditions_in%20Eastern_Anatolia.pdf
https://opendata.uni-halle.de/bitstream/1981185920/118586/1/ITS_40_Oezdemir_Hamelink_Greve_Diversity_and_contact_among_singer-poet%20traditions_in%20Eastern_Anatolia.pdf
https://opendata.uni-halle.de/bitstream/1981185920/118586/1/ITS_40_Oezdemir_Hamelink_Greve_Diversity_and_contact_among_singer-poet%20traditions_in%20Eastern_Anatolia.pdf
https://utoronto.scholaris.ca/server/api/core/bitstreams/27d729e5-8d79-4857-a813-eb042058332b/content
https://utoronto.scholaris.ca/server/api/core/bitstreams/27d729e5-8d79-4857-a813-eb042058332b/content
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57 _

https://eprints.glos.ac.uk/13961/1/13961%20Subasi%2C%20R0jda%20%282023%29%20
PhD The%20Effects%200f%20a%20Regional%20Currency%200n%20Cultural%20lden

tity%20in%20Kurdistan%20%281990-2003%29.pdf - PhD Dissertation Abstract on
Currency and Kurdish Identity (Contextual)

'S - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C5%9Eakiro - Sakiro - Wikipedia

22 _ https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karapete_Xaco - Karapeté Xaco - Wikipedia

28 _ https://bnk.institutkurde.org/images/pdf/7TKS6DGQY39.pdf - PDF Document
discussing Mem 0 Zin and oral versions (Title unclear)

%8 _ https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED089545.pdf - Document on Kurdish Dialects
(Contextual)

2 - https://iffr.com/en/iffr/1993/films/s%C3%AEabend-u-xec%C3%AA - Film description:
Siabend u Xecé (IFFR 1993)

%0 _ https://www.filmfestival.be/en/film/siyabend-u-xece-siyabend-and-xece - Film
description: Siyabend (i Xecé (Film Fest Gent)

12 https://journals.openedition.org/etudesrurales/9253?lang=en - Yezidis in the
Collective Towns of Sheikhan and Sinjar (Forced Displacement/Urbanization)

44
https://documentsi.worldbank.org/curated/en/940291575434038147/txt/Forced-Displac
ement-Literature-Review.txt - Forced Displacement Literature Review (World Bank -
Contextual)

o https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurds - Kurds - Wikipedia (General background)
%9 _ https://ehrafworldcultures.yale.edu/cultures/MA11/summary - Kurds Culture
Summary (eHRAF Yale - Traditional life, gender roles)
% - https://ckcc.cz/en/culture-and-habits/ - Kurdish Culture and Customs
(Czech-Kurdish Chamber of Commerce)
4 _ https://www.wilsonquarterly.com/quarterly/ /the-faces-of-kurdistan - The Faces of

Kurdistan (Wilson Quarterly - Contextual)

3 _ https://www.scribd.com/document/2490840/Kurdish-folktales - Kurdish Folktales
(Translated by Wheeler Thackston)

' - https://thekurdishproject.org/history-and-culture/kurdish-culture/kurdish-folklore/ -
Kurdish Folklore (The Kurdish Project)

59 https://www.kurdishstudies.pl/files/Fritillaria_Kurdica_2022 21-2.pdf - Fritillaria
Kurdica Journal Issue (Focus on folklore collectors)

36.

Pésiyan)

3 - https:/brill.com/edcollchap-oa/book/9789004706538/BPO00009.pdf - Article on
Dengbéj art, home, borders (Hamelink and Baris)
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https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED089545.pdf
https://iffr.com/en/iffr/1993/films/s%C3%AEabend-u-xec%C3%AA
https://www.filmfestival.be/en/film/siyabend-u-xece-siyabend-and-xece
https://journals.openedition.org/etudesrurales/9253?lang=en
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/940291575434038147/txt/Forced-Displacement-Literature-Review.txt
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/940291575434038147/txt/Forced-Displacement-Literature-Review.txt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurds
https://ehrafworldcultures.yale.edu/cultures/MA11/summary
https://ckcc.cz/en/culture-and-habits/
https://www.wilsonquarterly.com/quarterly/_/the-faces-of-kurdistan
https://www.scribd.com/document/2490840/Kurdish-folktales
https://thekurdishproject.org/history-and-culture/kurdish-culture/kurdish-folklore/
https://www.kurdishstudies.pl/files/Fritillaria_Kurdica_2022_21-2.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/357335775_Zayenda_Civaki_u_Imaja_Jina_Bas-Nebas_di_Gotinen_Pesiyan_de
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/357335775_Zayenda_Civaki_u_Imaja_Jina_Bas-Nebas_di_Gotinen_Pesiyan_de
https://brill.com/edcollchap-oa/book/9789004706538/BP000009.pdf
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49.
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51.

2 _ https://journals.openedition.org/ejts/4055 - Article on the Dengbéj 'tradition' and
negotiation with the state
51 _

https://www.amazon.com/History-Oskar-Mann-Books/s?rh=n%3A9%2Cp_27%3A0skar%

2BMann - Amazon search results for Oskar Mann books

52 _ http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/book/lookupid?key=ha008521698 -
Online Books Page entry for Mann's "Die mundart der Mukri-Kurden"

47 - https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/0015587X.2023.2205777 - Article on

Kurdish folklore collecting, revitalization, Prym & Socin mentioned
48 _

https://www.amazon.com/Kurdische-Sammlungen-German-Eugen-Prym/dp/101726260
8 - Amazon listing for Prym & Socin's "Kurdische Sammlungen” (Reprint)

2 _ https://iffr.com/en/iffr/1993/films/s%C3%AEabend-u-xec%C3%AA - Film description:
Siabend u Xecé (IFFR 1993)

30 _ https://www.filmfestival.be/en/film/siyabend-u-xece-siyabend-and-xece - Film
description: Siyabend (i Xecé (Film Fest Gent)

12 https://journals.openedition.org/etudesrurales/9253?lang=en - Yezidis in the

Collective Towns of Sheikhan and Sinjar (Impact of Urbanization)
3

https://core-cms.cambridgecore.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/O
F3BAQ717D881D70DE8923CF6CAE4099/S0021086222000019%a.pdf/from dengbej to

modern_writer_heritagization_of the_kurdish_oral_tradition_and_revitalization_of the_ku
rdish_language_in_the_works_of mehmed_uzun_and_mehmet_dicle.pdf - From Dengbéj
to Modern Writer (Impact of linguicide, modernization)

46
https://performancematters-thejournal.com/index.php/pm/article/download/155/216/929
- Article on Kurdish Theatre (Mentions decline/challenges to Dengbéj)

' - https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/30076 - From Oriental Nightingales to Peace
Pigeons (Challenges, state pressure on Dengbéjs)

2 - hitps://www.balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Areas/Turkey/The-Kurdish-Storytellers-163457
- The Kurdish Storytellers (Mentions wedding context)

20
https://kurdishstudies.net/menu-script/index.php/KS/article/download/3610/2462/6874 -
The Evolution Of Storytelling In Modern Culture (General oral tradition context)

42 _ https://lithub.com/why-resistance-is-foundational-to-kurdish-literature/ - Why
Resistance Is Foundational to Kurdish Literature (Themes: Resistance, Land,
Oppression)

43 _
https://research-repository.qgriffith.edu.au/bitstreams/b276bc4e-ef74-419f-82c9-95a141
11cf29/download - PhD Thesis Abstract on Anglophone Kurdish Diaspora Writing
(Themes: Resistance, Testimony)
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https://performancematters-thejournal.com/index.php/pm/article/download/155/216/929
https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/30076
https://www.balcanicaucaso.org/eng/Areas/Turkey/The-Kurdish-Storytellers-163457
https://kurdishstudies.net/menu-script/index.php/KS/article/download/3610/2462/6874
https://lithub.com/why-resistance-is-foundational-to-kurdish-literature/
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10 _ https://thekurdishproject.org/history-and-culture/kurdish-culture/ - Kurdish Culture
(The Kurdish Project - Defines Law;j)

31 - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurdish_music - Kurdish music - Wikipedia (Defines
Lawje, Payizok)

3 - https://www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol73/kurdish.pdf - Article on Kurdish Riddles
(Mamik/Testanok characteristics, context)

3 _ https:/ifst. nodares.ac.ir/article-11-64504-en.html - Article on Sorani Kurdish
Riddles (Mamik characteristics, examples)

" https://www.kurdishstudies.pl/?en_the-roots-of-literary-identity,34 - The roots of

literary identity (Mehmed Uzun, influence of Dengbéjs like Evdalé Zeyniké)
5

https://www.kurdipedia.org/default.aspx/files/relatedfiles/2009/2088/www.youtube.com/
default.aspx?q=20230727084402509827&Ing=8 - Article on Evdalé Zeyniké and
Dengbéj tradition significance

2 _ https:/iffr.com/en/iffr/1993/films/s%C3%AEabend-u-xec%C3%AA - Film description:
Siabend u Xecé (IFFR 1993)

%0 - https://www filmfestival.be/en/film/siyabend-u-xece-siyabend-and-xece - Film
description: Siyabend (i Xecé (Film Fest Gent)

2 - https://africame.factsanddetails.com/article/entry-343.html - Article on Kurds
(Theme: Mountains as friends/land)

37 _

https://dokumen.pub/ -on-m rn-kurdish-literature-978311 9-978311
4686-9783110631470.html - Essays on Modern Kurdish Literature (Themes: Nationalism,
Folklore, Resistance)

%3 - https://uu.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1890378/FULLTEXTO1.pdf - Thesis on
Mala-yé Jaziri (Contextual, mentions Oskar Mann tangentially)

% _ https://www.kurdipedia.org/docviewer.aspx?Ing=3&book=20220816235906 428748 -
Kurdish Art and Identity: Verbal Art... (Mentions Oskar Mann, Prym/Socin contextually)

49
https://de.scribd.com/document/841806837/A-Kurdish-Garshuni-Poem-by-David-of-Bar
a - A Kurdish Garshuni Poem (Mentions Prym/Socin contextually)

%0 _ https://www.qutenberg.org/files/24614/24614-h/24614-h.htm - Andrew Lang on
Folklore (General context for Prym/Socin era)

8 - https://nlka.net/eng/the-dengbej-keepers-of-kurdish-memory-and-history/ - The
Dengbej: Keepers of Kurdish Memory and History (Role, transmission, apprenticeship)

9 - https://globalrights.info/2010/07/dengbej-the-tradition-of-storytelling-in-kurdistan/ -
Dengbéj: the tradition of storytelling in Kurdistan (Repetitive info on Seyitxané Boyaxci)
" - ResearchGate Summary - Heritageization of Kurdish Oral Traditions (Overview)

€0 _ Cambridge Core PDF - From Dengbéj to Modern Writer (Inaccessible)

¢ - Wikipedia Summary - Dengbéj (History, styles, revitalization)

24 _ UVA PDF Summary - Mem & Zin vs Memé Alan (Analysis of differences)
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https://www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol73/kurdish.pdf
https://jfst.modares.ac.ir/article-11-64504-en.html
https://www.kurdishstudies.pl/?en_the-roots-of-literary-identity,34
https://www.kurdipedia.org/default.aspx/files/relatedfiles/2009/2088/www.youtube.com/default.aspx?q=20230727084402509827&lng=8
https://www.kurdipedia.org/default.aspx/files/relatedfiles/2009/2088/www.youtube.com/default.aspx?q=20230727084402509827&lng=8
https://iffr.com/en/iffr/1993/films/s%C3%AEabend-u-xec%C3%AA
https://www.filmfestival.be/en/film/siyabend-u-xece-siyabend-and-xece
https://africame.factsanddetails.com/article/entry-343.html
https://dokumen.pub/essays-on-modern-kurdish-literature-9783110630039-9783110634686-9783110631470.html
https://dokumen.pub/essays-on-modern-kurdish-literature-9783110630039-9783110634686-9783110631470.html
https://uu.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1890378/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://www.kurdipedia.org/docviewer.aspx?lng=3&book=20220816235906428748
https://de.scribd.com/document/841806837/A-Kurdish-Garshuni-Poem-by-David-of-Bara
https://de.scribd.com/document/841806837/A-Kurdish-Garshuni-Poem-by-David-of-Bara
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/24614/24614-h/24614-h.htm
https://nlka.net/eng/the-dengbej-keepers-of-kurdish-memory-and-history/
https://globalrights.info/2010/07/dengbej-the-tradition-of-storytelling-in-kurdistan/
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%2 - Mohammadirad PDF Summary - Narrative Style in Kurdish Oral Lit (Transmission,
techniques)

? - Global Rights Summary - Seyitxané Boyaxci and Dengbéj Role

'" - Core PDF Summary - Dengbéji Genres (Kilam, Stran, Lawik, Ser, Dilok, Heyranok,
etc.)

'8 - ResearchGate PDF Summary - Dengbéjlik Genres and Contexts (Divan, Sevbérk)
' - Wikipedia Summary - Sakiro (Life, importance)

22 - Wikipedia Summary - Karapeté Xaco (Life, significance)

12 - OpenEdition Journals Summary - Impact of Displacement/Urbanization on
Kurds/Yezidis

19 - Uni Halle PDF Summary - Performance Contexts and Interactions in E. Anatolia
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