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- PREFACE

In this little book it has not been my aim to give a systematic
account of the Yazidi people and their religion. As I said of the
papet reproduced as Part I, so in the other Parts, except where
the contrary is made quite clear, I have set down only such things
as I have seen with my own eyes or have learnt at first hand in
the course of my official duties or in conversation with the vot-
aries themselves. Just as there are many earnest churchmen in
this country whose knowledge of early Church history is de-
fective or whose exposition of Christian dogma would hardly
command general acceptance, so too I make no claim that what
I have recorded here is a definitive statement of Yazidi beliefs
and practices with which all would agree.

The matter is based for the most part on entries in my diaries
between 1930 and 1945. Now that, twenty or more years later,
I have found time to collate these disjointed notes I realize that
many of the gaps and obscurities in my picture could have been
filled or clarified by quite short periods of sustained inquiry. My
hope is that they will prove useful to future research workers in
this field, as a starting point, perhaps, for some, for others as a
new source worthy of consideration with other sources with
which they are already familiar.

Proper names have been transliterated in accordance with the
rules recommended by the Permanent Committee on Geo-
graphical Names for Arabic and Kurdish place names, except
that to represent Arabic s in Arabic names I have preferred -2
to -ah as more convenient for a region where Arabic and Kurdish
names are found side by side, and are not always easily distinguish-
able. Kurdish words and phrases quoted as such have been trans-
literated according to the system used in the Kwrdish-English
Dictionary compiled by Colonel T. Wahby and myself (the
Clarendon Press, 1966): of this I only need explain here that
the vowels 4 and ¢ are always long, other long vowels are dis-
tinguished by the circumflex accent, the consonants ¢ and j
have their Turkish values of English 7 and French ; respectively,
and x represents .

There have been many changes in Iraq since I left the country
in 1945, and I have often found it difficult to decide whether to
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xii PREFACE

use the present or the past tense; I must ask the reader’s indulg-
ence for any inconsistency he may detect in this respect.

I have to thank Sir Reader Bullard and Professor A. K. S.
Lambton, who kindly read through the typescript, for valuable
comments and advice.

Although for many years I held posts in Her Majesty’s Foreign
Service and under the Government of Iraq any views expressed
in this book, and the responsibility for them, are mine alone.

C.J.E.



PART 1






THE AUTUMN FESTIVAL OF THE YAZIDIS

(A paper read to the Royal Asiatic Society on
the occasion of the presentation of the Burton Memorial Medal,

14 February 1963)

My first duty is to express my deep sense of gratitude for an hon-
our as unexpected as it is highly appreciated: unexpected for
obvious reasons; appreciated because it has been awarded by
this Society, because it is associated with the name of Richard
Burton who, ever since my youthful thoughts first turned towards
a career in Asia, has been one of my heroes and whose Prigrimage
to Al-Madinah and Meccah is still a never-ending source of in-
struction and delight, and because, when I look at the list of
my predecessors, I feel very proud to find myself in such company.

Although I spent the greater part of my career in an Arab land,
any original exploration and research that I have been able to
carry out has been on its non-Arab fringes or across the border
in Persia. I have to thank your President for his generous in-
terpretation of the word ‘cognate’, and so for allowing me to
choose a subject relating to the Kurds and to describe my own
pilgrimage, one that involved no danger or hardship, to the
Metropolitan Shrine of the Yazidis on the occasion of their great
Autumn Festival.

The Yazidis and the problems of their origins and their beliefs
have given rise to a considerable literature. In this paper, how-
ever, I propose (except where the contrary is explicitly stated)
to report only things which I have seen with my own eyes, or
which I have leamt at first hand in the course of my official
duties or in conversation with the votaries themselves. I will
only say by way of preface that all my information supports the
view, now accepted, I believe, by the majority of competent
scholars, that, whatever elements their theology may have retained
from older systems or however far afield it may have been led
by later metaphysical speculation or ingenious punning legends,
the organization of the community is essentially that of an Islamic
dervish brotherhood, and that its founder was Shaykh ‘Adi ibn
Musifir, an orthodox Muslim mystic of repute, who died and
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was buried at Lalish, thirty miles NNE of Mosul, in about the
year A.D. 1160,

They relate that when Shaykh Adi (as the Yazidis generally
pronounce the name) first withdrew from Syria to the calm of
this secluded valley he found already established in an oratory
built by two Christians, Hanna and Barhanna, four saintly per-
sonages: Mir Shaykh Shams and Malak Shaykh Farkhadin, sons
of Ezdina Mir by one wife, and Mit Shaykh Sajadin and Malak
Shaykh Nisirdin, his sons by another wife, and that they were
reinforced shortly afterwards by a fifth, Shaykh Assin. (Again I
use the garbled forms of the common Islamic names as generally
pronounced. In conversation with strangers the Yazidis often
refer to Assin as Shaykh Hasan al-Basti, the name of a celebrated
Muslim mystic of the seventh century A.p.) These six personages,
transformed from ordinary corporeal beings in this world into
purely spiritual beings in heaven, together with Tifis-¢ Malak,
the Peacock Angel, who presides, constitute the Heptad of
Angels who meet in solemn conclave every autumn at the shrine
of Shaykh Adi, to decide the course of events for the coming
year, the President himself being responsible for the execution of
the decisions. This is the occasion of the great Autumn Festival
of the Jami‘iyya or Assembly.

The six Shaykh-Angels are in turn identified with four arch-
angels of the original creation known to Islam, Jabra’il, Mika’il,
Izr3’il and Israfil, together with Shamkhad’il and Dard?’il; two
independent informants equated Sajidin with Jabr2’il but there
was no agreement about the other identifications. As regards
Tats-& Malak, the frankest of my informants told me the story
of how he refused to obey God’s command to bow down and
worship Adam on the ground that it would be wrong for an
archangel thus to admit the superiority of a mortal, This certainly
seems to identify him with Iblis, Satan, of the Qur’dn, but with
the important difference that in the Yazidi version the Almighty,
with becoming magnanimity, at once admitted that he had been
in error to issue such a preposterous order. For them Tatis-&
Malak is thus not Old Nick, the Devil, but the best and most
beautiful of the archangels who, after this little domestic difficulty
with the Creator, was rehabilitated and, as I have alteady men-
tioned, was made Chairman and Managing Director of the Board
appointed to conduct the business of this world.
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The great majority of the Yazidi people are today established
in Iraq. On the basis of my own village lists and the ceasus of
1957 I estimate their numbers at between forty and forty-five
thousand, rather more than half of them in some seventy-five
villages on the north and south sides of the Jabal Sinjir, the great
hog’s back rising out of the Syrian desert west of Mosul, and the
test (apart from a small group farther north) in some fifty-five
villages in the gadds of Dih6k and Shaykhan (‘the Shaykhan
group’ for short) scattered astride a line running eastwards from
the Tigris to the Khiazir river roughly twenty-five miles north of
the latitude of that city. Their social organization is at the same
time tribal and theocratic.

In Sinjar there are about sixteen tribes more or less homogene-
ously settled in their own villages and divided (except for the
Faqirin to be discussed later, one minor clan, and some tent-
dwellers) into two major confederations, Juwina and Khuwérki,
the men and women of which are distinguishable by their cos-
tumes' and their hair-styles. In Shaykhin also there are about
sixteen tribes, but the population of most villages is more
mixed.

Theocratically Yazidi society is divided into six classes: the
princely family; three other hereditary castes of Shaykhs, Pirs
and Qawwils; an ascetic order of Fagirs; and the commoners,
. generally referred as Murids, the disciples, though the term is
slightly misleading.

The Shaykhs are groupcd in three endogamous dynasties
descended from the saints of the original foundation: the first,
called Shamsani, from four sons of Fzdina Mir; the second,
called Adani from Shaykh Assin; and the third, called Qitani,
not from Shaykh Adi himself who was childless, but from three
collaterals of the Musifir family, the Shaykhs Obakr, Isma‘l
Anzal and Avdalgadit Rahmani. For purposes of marriage the
princely family is included in the Qitani dynasty. Two of the
Shamsani families and the Adani dynasty are further subdivided
under the names of certain second generation ancestors: Amadin
and Babik, sons of Shams; Mand and Khitiin-d Farkha, son and
‘daughter’ of Farkhadin; and Sharfadin, Ibrahim Khatni and Ms,
sons of Shaykh Assin.

Amongst the Juwana of Sinjir, where he was sent by Shaykh
Adi to introduce the mystic way, Sharfadin enjoys a status almost

2
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‘equal to that of Shaykh Adi himself; indeed I was mote than
once assured there that he was the ‘real founder’ of the religion.
He has a large shrine at the village of Rashid in North Sinjir and,
in obedience to his ordinance, the Juwiana men wear their hair
long, often braided into a number of rat-tail pla.lts (goské) falling
down on each side of the face.

In this connexion the words ‘ancestor’, ‘son’ and ‘descendant’
are not in all cases to be taken literally. The miraculous creation
of men without the intervention of a mother is a common feature
of Yazidi legend: according to one story Shaykh Assin himself
was created by Shaykh Adi from a tooth (hence the mame)
extracted from the jaw of Farkhadin; the Shaykhs of the Mand
family are not descended from his sons naturally born but from
three male children created by him out of an apple, a snake, and a
staff; and so on.

At this point I ought perhaps to mention another difficulty
which the inquirer with a tidy mind will always encounter. For
people who believe in the transmigration of souls what appear
to us to be the most appalling inconsistencies and anachronisms
present no difficulty whatever: it is as silly to say that Shaykh X
and Shaykh Y whose appearances on earth seem to have been
separated by one ot more centuries, or even the archangel Gabriel
and Shaykh Sajidin, cannot be ‘the same’ as to try to make out
that Mr Jones who was seen last night in tails, white waistcoat
and decorations cannot be the same as Mt Jones who was seen
the day before in a lounge suit or last summer in shorts and an
open shirt.

Next to the Shaykhs come the Pirs. They are comparatlvcly
unimportant and I recorded no legend regarding their otigin.
There are four main families, Hasan Maman, Afat, Jarwan and
Hajali, each with its subdivisions.

The Qawwils are defined in the Shaykbdn Memorial (a document
I shall be discussing in 2 moment) as the ‘religious mentors and
preachers of the community and the bearers of the -Standards
(sincaq) among the Yazidis’. They must be able to read and write
and ate recruited from two families (which the other Yazidis call
Tizhi, Arabians) now resident at the villages of Bazin and
Ba‘shiqa, situated in the plain, well to the south of the others of
the Shaykhin group. The standatds are said to be made of brass
in the form of a peacock set on a stand, made in sections, like a
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tall candlestick; they are exhibited to the faithful by the Qawwils
on their tours to collect their alms and oblations.

The Fagqirs are an ascetic order, admission to which is by initia-
tion and which includes Shaykhs (of the Obaks and Ibrzhim
Khatni families), Pirs (of the Homar Khila section of Pir Jarwin),
and commoners (of the Dinadi and Sharqi tribes of Sinjir and the
Ribanishtl of Shaykhin). Members wear next to the skin a
black shirt of rough wool (but other garments may be worn over
it), a red woven girdle round the waist, and a headdress, in one
form or another, also generally of black. They are supposed to
live saintly lives and to be secure from assault in return; if a
Faqir should intervene between two fighting forces it would be
an act of gross impiety not to desist from battle. In the Jabal
Sinjir, however, that is not so easy; and in 1918, when the British
army was advancing up the Tigris, it was the chief of the Dinadi,
a doughty old warrior named Hamd Shérs, who communicated
with the British commander to offer co-operation against the
Turks and, by reason of his military prowess, was recognized as
‘Chief of the Mountain’. Of them the Shaykbin Memorial says:
“They are ascetics and the servants of Shaykh Adi within the
shrine and are headed by the Steward of the Kitchen of Shaykh
Adi, who is appointed by the Mir.’

Every Yazidi is born the Murid, that is disciple or client, of 2
Shaykh and a Pir to whom, in return for ghostly comfort and
other services connected Wwith birth, marriage and death, he must
pay certain dues glotified by the name of alms to the patrons’
eponymous ancestors; although most of them are illiterate the
Shayhks are expected, by reason of their superior sophistication
and wealth, to guide their clients in worldly matters also, and to
look after any that fall on evil days. After reaching the age of
puberty the Yazidi must adopt a Brother and/or a Sister of the
Heteafter (bira-¢ axireté, xushk-a axireté), chosen in theory from
any Shaykh or Pir family but generally (and in the case of a
member of a shaykhly family always) from that of the novice’s
own Patron-Shaykh. According to some he is ‘inherited’ by or
must choose yet a fourth spiritual guide styled Murabbi ot Tutor,
also from a Shaykh or Pir family. The whole arrangement thus
gives the impression of being a clever swindle, planaed to enable
a few privileged families to live as parasites on a credulous
community discouraged by a religious taboo from learning to
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Village Souls Tribes
y. Hamdaniyya
Bazin 1800 ,  Hakiari, Haraqi, Khalti, Maimasi, Dumili
Ba‘shqia 1200 Haraqi, Khatari, Hakari, Dumili
3000
SUMMARY
District Souls
Sinjir 22,350
Silefini and Zumir - 21§50
Shaykhin 18,550

43,050

APPENDIX III
SHABAK VILLAGES (SHABAKKHANA)

\

Darawish Abit Jarwin Qara Tapa
Goragharibin Topzawa - Bazwaya
Gogjali Tayriwa . Bazgirtan
Bishbitin Minira Shabak ‘Alirash
Qara Tapa ‘Arab Kirétakh Salamiyya
Bisatli Mazin Bisitli Pichik

APPENDIX IV

A NOTE ON THE KURDISH VERSION OF THE
SACRED BOOKS

The discovery of a Kurdish version of the two Sacred Books was
first announced by Father Anastase Marie, the Carmelite of Mosul, in
an article contributed to Anthropos vol. V11, 1911, and entitled ‘La
découverte récente de deux livres sacrés des Yézidis’. The text of both
was published again, side by side with the corresponding Arabic
version together with German translations of each and a critical
commentary, by Dr Maxmilian Bittner in Denkschriften der Kaiserlichen
Akademie der Wissenschaften (vol. LV) under the title ‘Die heiligen
Biicher der Jeziden oder Teufelsanbeter’ in 1913,
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