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Preface

This book is an exercise in ‘mapping’, in a form comprehensible to
outsiders, the terrain of the oral tradition of the Yezidis, Kurdistan’s
misunderstood religious minority. It attempts to identify the major areas
and features of this oral tradition, and to note their relationships with one
another. Like most initial attempts at mapmaking, it is quite possible that as
the territory becomes better known to scholars, many of the contentions
and conclusions of this work will be debated. Nevertheless, the first step has
to be taken. Scholarly attention has so far focused primarily on traditions
associated with the Yezidi religion. Most of the secular material published
so far has been in Kurdish, and even where translations into European
languages have been made, the meanings of the traditions for the Yezidis
have not been explored. They are certainly overdue for academic study; the
oral traditions of the Yezidis, and of Kurds in general, are one part of a
whole field of “folklore’ which is not only full of variety but also very strong
in emotional resonance. Even the discourses of identity of young, urban
Kurds make some use of it. Images from oral tradition are found in popular
songs, political speeches, paintings and novels; they are employed with
great enthusiasm by Kurdish nation-builders. The Yezidis are part of this
Kurdish cultural process, but they have their own special concerns.

It is no idle metaphor to use the analogy of cartography for the process of
studying the oral traditions of Yezidis and other Kurds. For many peoples
who recall much of their past orally, there is an intimate relationship between
the topography of the land and the narratives of the people. Oral tradition is
the vehicle for the transmission of most Kurdish history and almost all
specifically Yezidi history. The events recalled in that tradition are very
closely associated with particular locations in the homeland. In Kurdish
discourses, the process of remembering the land also recalls its history,
including both conventionally ‘historical’ and more ‘legendary’ events. For
the Yezidis in particular, whose whole way of life is integrated into their
religion, past and present events are closely linked to each other and to their
environment. Locations are not only associated with past events, but may
also be imbued with strong religious meanings. History, especially religious
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history, finds expression in current social structures; Yezidi identity is
expressed in terms of religious purity and of difference from other groups. At
such an early stage in Kurdish oral studies, this book will not venture to
consider the religious dimensions of Yezidi oral culture in detail, but it will
consider some of the most popular kinds of secular oral tradition, set them in
the context of Yezidi discourse, and consider their position in Yezidi life in
Iraqi Kurdistan at the close of the twentieth century.

I have tried to understand some of the most important meanings which
the Yezidis ascribe to their oral traditions by collecting some traditions
myself, comparing them to the relatively few examples already published,
and asking numerous Yezidis, in Northern Iraq and in Europe, about the
meaning and significance of oral traditions in general and specific examples
in particular. 1 have tried to avoid limiting individual Yezidi voices as
Orientalists have been so wont to do in the past, though some factors have
complicated this. Given the volatility of politics in Iraq, where association
with Westerners can sometimes bring reprisals, acquaintances and friends
still living there will remain anonymous in this book. Even for those Iragis
now living outside Iraq I think it best to use names sparingly. Thus I have
sometimes referred to ‘informants’, though I have also tried to give some
sense of individual identity and integrity by using such shorthand as ‘Mr H.’
etc. The reader can then gain some idea of the help given by each of these
individuals, and I hope it will be clear that some gave a great deal of their
time and patience. It will certainly be abundantly clear that this book has
been written by an outsider, a non-native speaker, conditioned to think in
Western academic terms, who has had to start from first principles in
attempting to understand very complex forms of communication.

In trying to find a framework in which Yezidi oral traditions could be
analysed and discussed, I discovered that the three broad themes of war,
love and death, apart from being readily understandable to outsiders, were
also used by Yezidi performers themselves to categorise the lyrical songs
which they sing. Analysis of the treatment of these three themes is the core
of this book. However, thematic analysis is not enough without an
understanding of genre and context. Thus a number of introductory
chapters are also necessary; Chapter One sets the current work in its
academic context, of studies of Kurdish ‘folklore’ and of orality and
literacy. Chapter Two describes the fieldwork environment of the Northern
Iragi Yezidi community, including some important aspects of Yezidi
identity. Chapter Three gives an overview of the most important generic
and historical frameworks of the oral traditions. In Chapters Four, Five and
Six, a number of Kurdish texts and translations are discussed; some of these
are quite long and, if placed within the main part of the book, they would
break up the argument. Instead I have opted to put them together at the
end, though this admittedly incurs the risk that they will be lost’, or that
the reader will endlessly be trying to move between text and discussion. I
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have attempted to minimise this annoyance by quoting substantially from
the texts during the discussion chapters, so that the argument can be
followed, but the reader will have a much fuller impression of these
compositions if each is read at the point at which it is summarised in the
main part of the book, before the discussion begins. Chapter Seven briefly
brings together some of the conclusions of the preceding chapters and
considers their implications.

I have used the term ‘Iraqi Kurdistan’ in the full knowledge that it is
unacceptable to many; however, despite this, and despite the many debates
over the exact extent of the territory of Kurdistan, it still seems to me the
most widely understandable term referring to that part of the modern state
of Iraq which is predominantly inhabited by Kurds. Iraqgi Kurdistan, in its
traditional sense, comprises the Kurdish provinces of Badinan, north-west
of the Great Zab river, where the northern Kurdish dialect of Kurmanji (the
language of the Yezidis) is spoken, and Soran, to the south, where the other
major dialect, Sorani, is spoken. Since 1991, when much of Iraqi Kurdistan
came under Kurdish control, the term has been used to denote the area
under Kurdish administration (the modern governorates of Dihok, Erbil
and Suleymaniye); however, this ‘Kurdish autonomous zone’ or ‘Kurdish
zone’ is smaller than the true extent of Iraqi Kurdistan. This zone stretches
beyond the so-called ‘safe havens’ originally set up by the Allied military,
extending from Pésh Khabir in the west to the Iranian frontier in the east;
its border follows a line through the ‘Saddam Lake’, Fayde (near Dihok), to
the south of Ba‘dré, north of ‘Eyn Sifni, west of ‘Agra, southwards to the
Kelek Bridge (south-west of Erbil), and west of Chemchemal; thus it covers
the large towns of Dihok, Erbil, Suleymaniye and Halabja. It includes some,
but not all, of the sizeable Yezidi settlements of Northern Iraq. The frontier
between Kurdish and Iraqi government-held areas passes through the Yezidi
region of Sheykhan.

Kurdish is usually written in Arabic script in Iraq and Iran and often in
Cyrillic in the former Soviet Union. The transcription system which has been
used for the texts in this work broadly follows the scheme developed by Bedir
Khan for writing Kurmanji in Roman script. The system has been well
explained elsewhere, and it would be superfluous to list it in detail here.
Letters are pronounced as in UK English, with the following exceptions: a is
long as in farmer, c as in jelly, ¢ as in chip, e is close (in Badinan) to the
English short a of cat, & as in French mere, i either as Turkish 1 or as in
English fish, 1 as in feel, j as in English pleasure, q as pronounced in Arabic, r
as a strongly rolled “Italian’ r, § as in ship, @ as in fool, x as in loch. Among
Iragi Kurds, letters such as h (as in the name Hasan), ‘(ain, glottal stop) and
% (ghain) are given the Arabic pronunciation. The difference between i and &,
and e and a at the end of words, is often very difficult to hear in Badinani
Kurmanji. Double consonants are usually not used by Kurdish authors, and
their convention has been followed here.
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The texts are taken from various sources, with slightly differing
transcription systems; for the sake of consistency, slight modifications have
been made to the way some texts transcribe certain sounds. However, in
those texts which I transcribed myself, I have tried to remain faithful to the
performance by preserving the pronunciation of the speaker; thus some
slight inconsistencies may be detectable in words which are used many
times, and at some points where the words do not seem to conform to
‘standard’ Kurdish grammar. All the translations, except that of the love
song Kherabo, which is based on an existing French translation by Roger
Lescot, are my own.

For Kurdish words and the proper names in Part I, it is difficult to
achieve consistency. Arabic and Persian names have different transcription
conventions, and the Turkish alphabet is different again. There are certain
very well-known placenames, such as Erbil or Halabja, and words, such as
sheykh, where deviation from norms would simply be distracting, so I have
kept to common English norms. In general, I have attempted to make the
main body of text easily readable by avoiding excessive use of diacritical
marks. For the less familiar Kurdish names, I have used a transcription
system as close to English as possible when they are presented in their
Kurdish context. Thus I have used sh for Kurdish s, ch for Kurdish ¢, kh for
Kurdish x, and zh for Kurdish j (as in English vision). For the vowels, the
Kurdish system, with its circuamflexes, is not counter-intuitive for English
speakers, and I have adopted it. However, there are certain key Kurdish
terms where Kurdish transcription has been retained throughout, such as
stranbéj; these are italicised. In general I have avoided the use of the ezafet
in Kurdish names; however some individuals, usually poets or heroes of
oral traditions, are invariably referred to by at least two names, such as
Ehmedé Khani or Derwéshé ‘Evdi, and I have retained it in these cases. For
certain Kurdish tribal and village names I have used standardised Kurdish
forms such as Bekiran, where local usage is more often Bekira. For names
which are well known or are common in this book, such as Tur Abdin,
Sheykh Adi, and Kurmanji, simplified forms are used. Where Kurdish
authors or informants have themselves chosen to transcribe their names in a
specific way, it seems courteous to keep to their preferences.

Many of the conclusions of this book are rather tentative; the ‘map’ I
have drawn still has many sections marked ‘Here be Dragons’ or similar.
Certainly the meaning and significance of certain images and concepts
could be explored much further; this will require a detailed consideration of
a wider range of oral traditions. Even those relatively few texts I have
selected for analysis are considered primarily from the standpoint of the
subject-matter, the imagery and the broader patterns of construction. Much
more could be done on the analysis of technical formal details. I hope that
such work will be done in the future, and that the terrain of Kurdish oral
tradition will become much more familiar to scholars.
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CHAPTER ONE

Interpreting Yezidi Oral
Tradition: Orality in Kurmaniji
and Fieldwork in Kurdistan

INTRODUCTION

For centuries Orientalists have been fascinated by the Yezidis of Kurdistan
and their curious religion. A great deal has been written, much of it
speculative, about their origins, their beliefs and their more arcane
practices. Both Oriental and Western scholars and travellers of the past,
conditioned by contact with. ‘religions of the Book’, usually came to the
Yezidis with a preconceived scheme of religious categories in their minds,
into which they sought to fit the Yezidis. The Yezidis’ answers were
determined by the researchers’ questions, and where entire Yezidi accounts
of events or beliefs were collected, these were not interpreted in the light of
the Yezidis’ world-view, but according to the researchers’ own preconcep-
tions. Until the recent emergence of an educated younger generation, they
only reached a reading public at second hand, via others’ descriptions. As a
result, the Yezidis became one of the more misunderstood groups of the
Middle East, the exotic ‘devil-worshippers of Kurdistan’.

Within the last generation there has been a move towards a fuller study
of the Yezidis’ own discourses. This has partly been done through
ethnography (al-Jabiri 1981, Murad 1993, Ahmad 1975) but also by
means of considering their religious ‘texts’ as examples of oral tradition
(Kreyenbroek 1995). Oral tradition is crucially important for the Yezidis, as
amongst their many religious taboos was a traditional ban on literacy. They
communicated with their neighbours, and passed on their community
history, literature, wisdom and religious texts to their descendants, orally.
There is an intimate relationship between the spoken forms and methods of
transmission of this oral material. and its content. This book seeks to
analyse the way this community, so often described by outsiders, describes
the key subjects of war, love and death through oral tradition, the only form
of literature available to the entire community. These traditions are
intimately related to the Yezidis’ perception of their own identity.



Interpreting Yezidi Oral Tradition

This is not the first study of Yezidi oral ‘texts’; academic understanding
of the religion has advanced considerably through recent publications on
Yezidi cosmogonies, and on the orally transmitted sacred hymns or gewls
and their place in the religion (Kreyenbroek 1992, 1995). However, it is the
first study of Yezidi, and indeed of Kurdish, secular oral traditions within
their social context. Although this book concentrates on secular oral
tradition, it should be emphasised that, since Yezidism is a religion of
orthopraxy, practising Yezidis are living out their religion in their everyday
life; every aspect of the traditional life is associated with taboos,
observances or devotions. Thus even those secular oral traditions which
will be discussed here contain many allusions to Yezidi religious themes,
and should not be divorced from their religious context. The traditions
under consideration in this book are historical, that is, they are generally
believed to be about real individuals who lived in the past. The
performances of oral literature in which they are couched are not only a
major source of factual knowledge of the past for Yezidis, but for the
outsider their analysis can also yield a great deal of information, not only
about Yezidi aesthetics and poetics, but also about their current
preoccupations. What the Yezidis choose to tell, or to withhold, about
the past, reveals much about their present attitudes.

This study, then, hopes to come closer to the Yezidis’ identity than the
approaches of the older Orientalists, though, as the work of an outsider, it
cannot claim to understand the community’s comment on itself at every
level. It is fully appreciated that the concept of ‘social context’ is itself
ethnocentric; which social and cultural elements are emphasised and which
ignored are at the discretion of the researcher. For reasons of space, this
study cannot discuss every single form of oral tradition used by the Yezidis,
and it is a matter of particular regret that the music of the traditions will not
be analysed. Nevertheless, the material presented here has never before
been the subject of academic study, and those few traditions which I will
discuss in detail are certainly considered by the Yezidis to be important.
Since not only the content of the traditions, but also the forms used, the
modes of transmission and, wherever possible, the styles of performance
will be considered, it is hoped that this work will be a starting-point for new
methodologies in Kurdish studies. No study can be fully objective; later in
this chapter I shall declare my own preconceptions as far as possible by
outlining the methodologies to be used.

The Yezidi community in Northern Iraq lends itself particularly to this
type of study. They are a discrete community among other groups, but their
religious and social structure ensures a degree of social and cultural
uniformity which, given the variety of cultures found in Kurdistan, is
greater than might be expected from a group spread over an area stretching
from Jebel Sinjar to ‘Aqra in Iraq. During fieldwork, done between March
and mid-October 1992 in the area of Northern Iraq controlled by the
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Kurds, Yezidi informants claimed that the important stories were uniform
throughout the community as they represented the ‘true’ and distinctive
Yezidi history. However, this book will not only present material collected
during fieldwork. Published collections of Kurdish ‘“folklore’ have included
Yezidi material collected in Armenia and Syria earlier this century and in
Badinan and Jezire Botan at the end of the nineteenth century; these offer
opportunity for comparative study, and have been used accordingly.

The Yezidis of Northern Iraq, with the exception of a few Arabic-
speaking villages, have Kurmanji Kurdish as their mother-tongue, and their
oral traditions include a great deal of material describing past events in
what is now Eastern Turkey. Despite their notions of separateness, they
have never been a community in isolation from the rest of Kurdish tribal
politics. Some of the observations one can make about Yezidi discourses
also hold good for those of other Kurdish groups, and before we can
describe the special nature of Yezidi orality (which will be discussed in the
next chapter), we must place the Yezidis in sociolinguistic context, by
discussing what ‘orality’ and ‘literacy’ mean, and how they apply, in the
context of Kurmanji. It will then be necessary to contextualise this work, by
outlining its relationship to past studies of Kurmanji material, its theoretical
stance within the multidisciplinary field of oral studies, and the fieldwork
environment which influenced the methodologies used.

THE KURMANJI CONTEXT

It is unfortunate that despite a number of very useful studies of Near and
Middle Eastern oral poetry and folktales (e.g. Slyomovics 1987, Muhawi
1989, Reynolds 1995), and a few outstanding accounts of the role of oral
traditions within certain groups (e.g. Abu Lughod 1988, Grima 1992, Mills
1990, Shryock 1997), oral traditions remain irrevocably associated in many
academic minds with ‘folklore’ in its most pejorative sense, with
picturesque but obsolete customs and spurious accounts of the past. This
is a narrow and outmoded view of both oral tradition and folklore, of
which oral tradition forms a part. With some honourable exceptions,
scholars of the Near and Middle East lag behind those working on other
regions, notably Africa, in their appreciation of the political dimensions of
oral tradition. Orientalists in general seem to show a reluctance to move on
from their perception of “folklore studies’ as merely a matter of classically
inspired oral-formulaic analyses of reassuringly obscure and irrelevant
genres. Yet in the authoritarian states of the Near and Middle East, where
written material is rigorously censored, points of view which contradict the
government are usually by necessity expressed orally. Oral communication
is often the vehicle of minority discourses, of tendencies deemed to be
subversive; oral tradition, with its hallowed accounts of the people’s past,
provides a whole fund of folkloric examples which can be used to justify
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political courses of action, to rouse a rabble, or to fuel a revolution. During
the 1990s, the Newroz myth of the Iranian New Year (as told in Kurdish
tradition rather than the Persian version of the Shab-name) was used as a
symbol of Kurdish liberation in Turkey, sparking widespread unrest in
towns and cities every March. Governments also use folklore in their own
propaganda; Turkey, for instance, claims Nasruddin Hoca as its own,
though he is found in the traditions of many countries in the region
(Marzolph 1998). Oral tradition, along with other aspects of folklore, is an
important element in discourses of nationalism and of identity all over the
modern Middle East; Kurdistan is not exceptional in this respect, though
circumstances have conspired to make Kurmanji in particular more ‘oral’
and less ‘literary’ than many other languages of the region.

Despite the long tradition of Kurdish scholars and authors, many of
whom used Arabic, Persian or Turkish as well as Kurdish in their writings,
the great majority of Kurds in the past have not been literate enough to be
able to read ‘literature’. Kurmanji, the northern dialect of Kurdish, is
spoken by Kurds living in Eastern Turkey, Northern Iraq, Northern Syria,
Iran, and Transcaucasia. It is the dialect of the first Kurdish written
literature, the works of Melayé Jeziri and Ehmedé Khani,! and is spoken by
more people than the other major dialect, Sorani. However, its influence has
been lessened in the twentieth century by government repression of the
language in those states where Kurds live. In the last years of the Ottoman
empire, literacy overall must have been relatively low among the Kurmanji
speakers of Eastern Anatolia by comparison with other provinces.? Kurdish
had not hitherto been proscribed, but in the new Republic of Turkey it was
outlawed in the 1920s, beginning with its prohibition for all official
purposes in 1924. Even education in Turkish was out of the question for
most Kurds at this time; only 215 of the 4,875 schools in Turkey were
located in Kurdish areas (MacDowall 1996: 192). Educational opportu-
nities in Eastern Anatolia grew far more slowly than those elsewhere in
Turkey as the century passed, but what State education was available was in
Turkish. Education in Kurmanji was never officially permitted; this
situation continues today. Not only were publication and broadcast in
Kurmanji forbidden for most of the twentieth century, but at times of
greatest repression Kurds could be fined, or otherwise punished, for
speaking the language. Along with the renaming of Kurds as ‘mountain
Turks’ came spurious classification of Kurmanji as a deviant Turkish
language (e.g. Firat 1961). With the exception of a few years during the
1960s, and the years since 1991 when Kurmanji was once more legalised,
no Kurdish publications have been produced at all in Turkey. Social
mobility and progress required Turkish, usually learned at school or during
military service. Men, of course, had more access to these forms of
education than women. The development of Kurmanji suffered enormously
during the whole period; by the 1970s it was a household language only,
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and could hardly be used for serious political debate. Since then, the efforts
of Kurdish intellectuals, politicians, journalists and broadcasters, mainly
based in the diaspora, have improved the situation to some extent (van
Bruinessen 1998: 46), but Kurmanji remains at a serious disadvantage, with
many Kurds from Turkey still perceiving it as primitive. The position in
Syria, where Kurmanji has no official status, has been little better (e.g.
Nazdar 1980). The situation in Iraq was rather different; when the vilayet
of Mosul was awarded to the new state, the League of Nations stipulated
that Kurdish should be the official language of administration, justice and
education in the Kurdish areas (MacDowall 1996: 145-6). However, it was
the southern dialect of Kurdish, Sorani, the majority language of the Iraqi
Kurds, which received sanction as an official language of Iraq. The
Kurmanji speakers of Badinan province, north of the Great Zab, amongst
whom were many Yezidis, did not receive the same range of language
rights.. Nevertheless, publication and broadcasting of Kurmanji was
permitted (though censored), and Kurmaniji literature could be studied at
university level. But Sorani, with its burgeoning written literature, became
culturally dominant over Kurmanji. In Iran, where, as in Iraq, Kurmanji is a
minority dialect, the Kurdish language was banned at times during the
twentieth century. Only within the Soviet Union, and in the Kurdish
diaspora, did extensive study and development of Kurmanji take place. In
Soviet Georgia and Armenia, though subject to political censorship, Kurds
have been able to publish and broadcast in Kurmanji throughout this
century.

Native speakers of Kurmanji living in Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria did
not receive their education in Kurmanji but in Turkish, Arabic or Persian,
and consequently, though some living in Southern Iraqi Kurdistan might
have learned to read Sorani, few learned to read Kurmanji. The scope for
literary contact between Iraq and Turkey has been lessened by the fact that
in Iraq (as in Iran) a modified Arabic script has been used to write Kurdish,
whereas the Kurds of Turkey who published clandestinely or in the diaspora
used a modified Roman alphabet similar to that used for Turkish. In the
rural Kurmanji-speaking areas of both Turkey and Iraq the lack of access to
state schooling has meant that, despite the growth of mass literacy in these
countries during the twentieth century, Kurmanji in the homeland remains a
language used primarily for speaking rather than writing.

Definitions: ‘Oralities’ and ‘Literacies’ in Kurmaniji

It is legitimate to say that Kurmanji is a primarily ‘oral’ as opposed to
literary language, notwithstanding the considerable number of new writers
and works (Blau 1996); to investigate what this implies for Kurdish culture,
we must consider our terms carefully. Although the term ‘oral’ can be
liberating, opening up whole new areas of literature for academic
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consideration, it can also be problematic; by applying it to a whole people
or culture one may imply that some uniform ‘oral’ world-view prevails in
all areas, over all those who lack sophisticated reading skills. Even in
Turkey where Kurmanji is least developed, many Kurds read Turkish, and
some older people read some Arabic, learned in the village medrese or
Koranic school. (Such schools were outlawed by the secularist Turkish state
but some continued to exist clandestinely.)> Worse still, the universalist
view of ‘orality’ or ‘preliteracy’ as a general condition, a stage through
which all societies must pass on their way to literacy and consequent
civilisation, has become influential in the studies of Middle Eastern
literatures, as a result of the work of Ong (1982) in particular, which
draws heavily on the work of Eric Havelock and Albert Lord. These
somewhat romantic views can encourage the idea that oral genres are
unsophisticated because of their contention that literacy is necessary for
higher cultural forms.* Trenchant and convincing criticism of such work
has been made by Finnegan (1990: 143-6) and Thomas, whose summing
up of the issues is particularly clear and perceptive (1992: 15-20); it is
unnecessary to reproduce the arguments here. However, outdated ideas are
often taken up in propaganda wars; Kurmanji is sometimes portrayed in the
Turkish context as pre-literate and therefore primitive, just as its
marvellously rich range of subdialects and lack of a standardised form
are said to prevent it from being a ‘proper language’. Such ideas do not
stand up to scrutiny and would be laughable if they were not believed by
some Kurds.

Because of the universalist associations of ‘orality’ as a term, some
scholars are justifiably reluctant to use it; however, it seems to me to be
permissible if its meaning is carefully qualified, because it implies a
legitimate range of modes of communication; it dignifies and assigns a
status to non-literate messages, and, by extension, to the study of these
messages. Orality is not just a negative, a lack of literacy, nor is it such a
dominant characteristic that it determines all the features of a group’s oral
culture and cognitive processes. It is only one of a number of important
factors, and it is culture-specific. To describe a group’s orality in a
meaningful way oné must understand its uses of language and the major
genres used for communication. Certain features, such as repetition and the
use of mnemonics, are found in most types of oral tradition throughout the
world, but one cannot generalise about the nature of ‘oral’ forms of
communication or the thought processes of those who produce and listen to
them. One can merely identify common tendencies.

The question of ‘literacy’, a term whose meaning is questioned far less
often than that of orality, is similarly complex. The work of Scribner and
Cole among the Vai of Liberia is illuminating, as, like Kurdistan, their
fieldwork area was a milieu where various languages were used; they
compared the literacy of the Qur’anic schools with that of the state schools
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teaching English and that of the Vai syllabic script, taught outside these
institutional environments. Their definition of literacy was as a ‘recurrent,
goal-directed sequence of activities using a particular technology and
particular systems of knowledge’ (1981: 237). Street (1984) has convin-
cingly argued for an ‘ideological’ rather than an ‘autonomous’ definition of
literacy — for him, as for Scribner and Cole, literacy is not a neutral, easily
defined skill, but there are many types of literacy, and its impact on those
who learn it will vary considerably according to its usages in that society.
He demonstrates that notions of ‘functional literacy’ are often flawed
because they take no account of this ideological dimension of literacy
teaching. It is extremely difficult to separate ‘literacy’ from the ideological
dimension. It follows from this that such experiments as those of Luria in
the Soviet Union (1976, discussed in Ong 1982: 49-57) which purported to
find general cognitive change in peasants who had been taught to read,
become less convincing as a general paradigm of the result of literacy,
because it is very difficult to prove that it was in fact the literacy, not the
ideology of the education received, which made the changes. Literacy has
undoubted effects on human communication, but it is more reasonable to
see it as one of several major factors in the development of a society rather
than a defining condition. If Lord was right in ascribing the decline in
educated Yugoslav bards’ abilities to literacy itself rather than to the
ideology of the education they received (Lord 1960: 20), it is not at all clear
whether one can apply this elsewhere. Literacy per se cannot be safely
regarded as the primary factor in the decline of ‘folkloric’ oral traditions
among the educated in Kurmanji-speaking areas, given that in all these
areas the official forms of education place a higher value on concepts of
‘modernity’ and ‘science’ than on ‘folklore’. There are also other obvious
factors in the decline of Kurmanji oral tradition, such as population
movements (both forced and voluntary), the clearing of villages, and
modern forms of broadcasting, particularly television.

Thus the term ‘literacy’ proves as elusive as the term ‘orality’. Although
it would be methodologically tidy if the two could be used as simple
opposites, this is not really possible — societies tend to be oral, whether or
not they are literate as well. Nevertheless, we should have working
definitions of both terms. Although the two terms are not true parallels,
‘orality’ when applied to a group such as the Yezidis may be defined as the
extent and nature of the use of spoken communications, and ‘literacy’ the
extent and nature of the use of writing. Clearly there are a great many
variables which must be known before one can make a meaningful
statement about a group’s ‘orality’ or ‘literacy.’

An important dimension of the orality or literacy of any group is the
relationship between oral or literate forms of communication, and power.
Oral traditions, particularly those which are seen as embodying ancient
religious or historical knowledge, may well confer religious status or
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political power, and access to such traditions may be strictly controlled or
kept within an élite group. In the Kurdish context, examples of this include
traditions retained by sheykhs and passed on to disciples (van Bruinessen
1992: 205-259), or the learning and recitation of genealogies to confer
legitimacy. However, not all oral traditions are prestigious enough to give
power to those who know them. Literacy also confers status, but again this
is complex and depends on the type of literacy. Street’s fieldwork in a village
in North-East Iran may have parallels in Kurdistan: young people often
opted for (city-based) continued education, at secondary school level and
beyond, in contrast to the maktab (village school) literacy of their village
elders, who, for their part, were ambivalent about state education; they
respected their children’s ability to read advanced texts which they
themselves could not understand, and regarded them as progressive and
modern, but they also made clear their reservations about the ideology on
which the state education was based (1984: 174-177). This dimension of
power is essential for understanding Kurdish ‘orality’ and ‘literacy’.

Kurdistan has not been what Goody defines as a truly ‘oral’ society
(1996: 14), that is, a society where writing is unknown, for many centuries;
like the rest of the Near and Middle East, it is dominated by the three
‘religions of the Book’, namely, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Through-
out the entire region there has been a long-standing complex relationship
between the oralities of the masses and the literacies of religious and
political élites. It is important to note that even in the scriptural religions,
where holy texts are fixed and their recitations governed by strict rules, oral
tradition, often in the form of interpretation and teaching, goes hand in
hand with studies of holy writ. Learning was controlled by this
combination; in many religious traditions of the region, aspiring scholars
had to study with a known and accepted teacher and hear and learn his oral
teachings as well as learning written texts (Nasr 1995). The scriptural
nature of the three religions, all of which were present in Kurdistan until the
second half of the twentieth century, also affected the illiterate. Members of
most communities would have had some degree of access, even at a
distance, to someone, often a mullah, who had some reading and writing
skills; the prestige of religious literacy was and still is considerable, with the
clergy and other literate holy men in some demand for the writing of
amulets and other apotropaic texts, signs and symbols, and also for
divination.’

Apart from its association with religion, the existence of literacy for the
purpose of what might be termed ‘written literature’ was well known
amongst the Kurds, a people in contact with Persians, Arabs and Turks,
whose nobility occasionally received a cosmopolitan education in Persian
or Arabic. Many of the Kurdish emirs, who flourished up to the mid-
nineteenth century, were patrons of the arts, whose courts hosted
performances of both literary and oral material, and it is possible that
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many of the performers of oral traditions were literate and multi-lingual.6
Tribal leaders, both settled and nomadic, also provided venues for
performance and had their own court poets to sing their praises, as befitted
their status.” Thus one would expect episodes or characters originating in
written Persian and Arabic literature in particular to influence oral material.
The Yezidis, less literate than other Kurdish groups, shared many legends
with other Kurds which had their origins in written literature. Much of the
variety of Kurdistan’s oral traditions comes, not only from the free
exchange of stories and songs and their components between Kurds and
their neighbours, but also from the influence of literary tradition. It is also
now more than a century since Kurdish oral traditions began to be collected
and published, becoming written texts, which in turn now influence
audience conceptions of folklore and the small but increasing number of
literate performers who learn some of their material from books. Thus the
relationship between the written and the oral becomes ever more complex.

The Kurmanji-speaking part of Kurdistan, of course, is not only
inhabited by Kurds; many other languages are spoken there in addition
to the major state languages of Turkish, Persian and Arabic. Some
communities in the North speak Caucasian languages; there are also
groups of Turkomen speaking minority Turkic dialects. The Iranian
language Dimli, or Zaza, though linguistically not a form of Kurmanji, is
spoken by people who claim Kurdish identity; thus it may be described as
Kurdish in a social and political sense.® Even after the massacres and
deportations of Armenians and other Christians, communities of Christian
Neo-Aramaic speakers remain, notably the Syrian Orthodox (so-called
‘Jacobites’) living in the Tur Abdin area around Mardin and Midyat in
Turkey, and ‘Assyrians’ of the Church of the East (so-called ‘Nestorians’),
as well as their Catholic counterparts, the Chaldaeans, in Hakkari province
in Turkey and in various communities in Badinan. The Jews of Kurdistan
also spoke Aramaic, but few if any remain; most live in Israel. Members of
other religious communities in rural areas often shared important features
of material culture with Muslim and Yezidi Kurds, and there is anecdotal
evidence for a number of common religious practices, such as the
veneration of local saints. Not only did these languages share many oral
traditions with Kurdish, but many members of minority groups speak
impeccable Kurdish; some have contributed to collections of Kurdish oral
traditions.’

The proportion of Kurds living in traditional villages is constantly
declining. More and more Kurds live in cities, either the predominantly
Kurdish cities such as Diyarbakir, Erbil or Suleymaniye, or larger
multicultural cities, such as Istanbul, Baghdad and Tehran. Kurdish culture
and forms of communication are so diverse that it is more accurate to speak
of ‘oralities” in Kurmanji than one single ‘orality’; for instance, an urban
Muslim Kurd who can read Turkish novels is likely to have very different
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attitudes to history, the supernatural and aesthetics from, say, a Yezidi
villager in Northern Iraq who has never been to school. Kurmanji may be
an oral language for both, and they may both make use of Kurdish oral
tradition, by listening to it or performing it themselves, but their
interpretations of the traditions are likely to be very different.

Thus there is a complex interplay of oral and literate forms of
communication in Kurmanji. Although there has been, and continues to
be, some fascinating research on language contact and its effects (e.g.
Dorleijn 1996), language use and meaning have been little studied, and it is
difficult to venture beyond preliminary remarks on general oralities in
Kurmanji. The sheer variety of language, religion, and social structure in
Kurdistan should prompt us to avoid thinking in terms of one type of ‘oral’
mind-set existing over the whole area. The Kurmanji-speaking area
contains many speech communities, or groups which share ‘both linguistic
resources and rules for interaction and interpretation’ {(Coulthard 1985:
35). To delineate the effects of orality on Kurdish culture, more detailed
work focusing on specific areas and communities is needed.

Oral Traditions in Kurmaniji

Defining a text as ‘oral’ may not always be straightforward; this broad term
may mean either a ‘spoken’ (as opposed to written) or ‘verbal’ (as opposed
to non-verbal) means of communication (Finnegan 1992: 5). For oral
literature, sometimes called verbal art, the shadows of Parry and Lord loom
large over the study of oral traditions in the Near and Middle East. This is
reasonable in many cases, since Parry (1971) showed brilliantly the oral
nature of the Homeric poems, and Lord (1960) demonstrated the
application of oral formulaic analysis to Yugoslav poetry and to Homer.
This form of analysis has also been applied, with positive results, to poetry
from many other periods and regions. However, it has also led to difficulties
in terminology, and debate as to whether all truly ‘oral’ poetry involves
constant improvisation during the performance, and constant composition
without any writing at all. Finnegan (1976, 1977) cited examples of African
oral literature which did not fit this description. Similarly, the approach is
of little use in studying many Kurmanji genres, including much of the
secular prose and poetry of the Yezidis, since the structure of the material
does not suit rigid metrical and formulaic analysis. For instance, the
Kurmanji lyrical song, which is called stran or lawik and is one of the most
popular forms of Yezidi oral tradition, is not composed in performance but
sung from memory. Given the composition of the material and its
transmission and performance by illiterate singers, its ‘oral’ status can
hardly be in doubt.

A song, or story, or poem, may be composed, or transmitted, or
performed, or all three, without the use of writing. To understand the
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development of a given oral tradition, rather than aiming for a purely ‘oral’
text, which can only be said to be oral in that a written literary element
cannot be decisively proved, it is surely justifiable to include such elements
of demonstrably literary origin as have found their way into orally
transmitted stories. During my own fieldwork, many performers of
traditions had never encountered the literary versions of their stories, and
may even have been unaware of them, but had learned them orally.

The term ‘tradition’ implies something which is handed down from one
person to another, either old, or believed to be old. Kurmanji has vast
amounts of such material, a ‘hypertrophe of folklore’'? in the words of one
Russian scholar. Most of the material which has been collected by
folklorists is ‘traditional’ in the sense that its exponents claim to have
received it in toto from someone else. They have also denied any
contribution to composition. A notable exception to this is the women’s
lament, found all over Kurdistan, which is composed exzempore, but which
is traditional in that it follows long-established conventions of form and
motif. In this case, it is the process of lamentation rather than the product
which is traditional, though the content itself often includes well-known
and well-used images and vocabulary. An entire tradition can last for many
hundreds of years; certain elements or ‘motifemes’ within a narrative may
be replaced with others which better serve the social context within which
the tale is told, and these elements may also be very ancient (Allison 1996:
30-31). This is also true of much of the material presented here.

It is not the aim of this chapter to describe Kurmanji oral tradition in
full, but it is worth characterising some of the major themes and forms very
briefly. They form part of the Iranophone pool of common traditions; thus
such narratives as Yusif and Zuleikha, Leyla and Majnun, and Korogli, are
widely attested. These are found in the form of long narrative poems,
spoken prose alternating with sung verse, and prose narratives. Naturally
the Kurds place their own emphases on the material, often placing alien
stories in the setting of Kurdish society, or stressing the role of local
characters. There are also long Kurdish narratives, such as Mem and
Zin/Memé Alan, Dimdim/Khané Lepzérin, and Khej and Siyabend.
Folktales include many common Iranian, Turkic and Islamic elements,
such as the div or demon, the mythical bird the Simurg, the jinn and
immortals such as Khidir Elias. Kurmanji has a wealth of fables about
animals, proverbs (called ‘the sayings of the ancestors’ and considered a
repository of folk wisdom), amusing stories of the Mullah Nasruddin type,
and riddles. The figure of Alexander has accumulated a large volume of
tales, as has Shah “Abbas; most of these owe little to written histories.
Rustam is particularly popular, and many Kurdish tribes believed that
Rustam was a Kurd (e.g. Jelil 1978 II: 108-10). Stories about the Prophets,
not only Muhammad but also Solomon, Abraham, and others, are
common. Diverse elements from various sources, some ancient and others
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modern, can often be found in a single narrative. There are also many prose
narratives and lyrical songs about historical events and people.

Studies of Kurmanji Oral Tradition

The early collectors of Kurdish oral traditions were primarily interested in
language, though some also sought to give information on other aspects of
Kurdish culture. Jaba, a former Russian consul at Erzurum, presented his
collection in 1860 as ‘servant 4 la connaissance de la langue, de la
littérature et des tribus du Kourdistan,” and the collection accordingly not
only includes résumés of the great Kurdish romances such as Dimdim, but
also humorous anecdotes and accounts of tribal feuds. Other important
linguistic collections include those of Oskar Mann (1906, 1909), on the
dialect of the Mukri Kurds of Persia,!! Piyotr Lerch (1857-8), who used
prisoners from the Crimean war as sources, and Hugo Makas (1926).
Naturally, many of these early collections lacked detailed performance data
or accounts of the role of the individual traditions and their performances
in community life.

The development of folklore as a field of study had a profound influence
on Kurdish scholarship. Early Kurdish journals such as Hawar!? published
many oral traditions as examples of folklore, sometimes with explanatory
notes for non-Kurds. Oral literature was perceived as an important part of
Kurdish folklore, which is also considered to include many other items of
material culture, music, etc. The pervasive idea that folklore reflects the
‘national character’ of the people producing it in a uniquely intimate way
has found expression amongst both Kurdish and foreign folklorists.!3
Kurdish scholars in particular have seen folklore as a fund of information
about the past, an expression of the people’s feelings, and a repository of
popular wisdom — a national treasure, in fact.!* In the second half of the
twentieth century it became clear that Kurdish oral traditions were in
decline, as a result of general modernising processes found in many
developing societies, of conflicts between government forces and hational-
ists, and of the specific proscription of Kurdish culture in Turkey and Iran.
As one eminent scholar has written ‘not a day goes by but Kurdish oral
tradition loses something of value’ (Jelil 1985: 9), and Kurds have
responded to this crisis by making collections and publishing them. These
initiatives range from the large-scale works, such as Zargotina K'urda
‘Kurdish Oral Tradition’ of the Jelil brothers (1978) in the former Soviet
Union, to the valuable smaller collections made by teachers, writers and
other interested parties who devoted their spare time to visiting villages and
recording folklore.!S For obvious reasons, most collections were made in
Iraq and the former Soviet Union, with some in Iran, Syria and the diaspora
and very few indeed in Turkey, though some Turkish collections of folklore
apparently include translated Kurdish material. Since Iraqi collections
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focused mainly on Sorani material, it was the Soviet folklorists who kept
Kurmanji folklore studies alive through the twentieth century. Academics
based in Yerevan, Leningrad and Moscow, most of them Kurds, were able
to travel to Kurdish communities (mainly in the USSR) and record a variety
of oral traditions. These scholars, notably the Jelil brothers and Hejiyé
Jindi, have collected the material as ‘folklore’; they list the sources of their
items, the time and place of their recordings, and most usefully of all, they
give biographical details of their informants. They also indicate whether
they were literate or not, though it is unclear exactly what they mean by
‘literate’ and semi-literate’. This indication of provenance is invaluable for
the analysis of the origins and histories of given traditions, but the necessary
contextual data on the relationship between a given performance and its
environment, the purpose it serves within the community, the status of the
performer, and so on, is still omitted. In general, the published collections of
Kurdish folksongs and stories make no attempt to relate given texts to their
social context, though it is, admittedly, unfair to expect this from those
collectors whose interests were primarily linguistic.!® The value of the
collections made so far lies not only in the indication they give of the rich
variety of traditional material existing in Kurdish, but also in their
attestation of various beliefs and stories; their evidence makes it possible to
compare variants and trace the development of individual oral traditions,
and to test how far local perception of the inviolability of traditions older
than living memory applies to the material.

Secondary literature on Kurmanji oral traditions is not plentiful. Most of
the works by Kurdish folklorists are collections rather than studies of the
material, though there are exceptions to this (e.g. Jelil 1960), Although they
provide important records of oral traditions, they were mostly produced for
a public which was already familiar with local genres and performance
trends, and much remains unexplained for the outsider. As with the
linguistic works, performances are rarely contextualised. Although some
noted Kurdologists have given broad outlines of the role played by oral
literature in Kurdish life (Bois 1946: passim, Nikitine 1956: 255-281),
outsiders wishing to understand this on a detailed localised basis have
needed to do fieldwork, which recent history has made difficult. There have
been some important studies of Kurdish music (e.g. Christensen 1963,
1975, Jemila Jelil 1973-86, Tatsumura 1980, Blum and Hassanpour 1996),
which is, of course, a vital accompaniment to much oral literature and some
of these include description of social context, but unless extensive fieldwork
could be done, scholars have had to undertake the type of analysis which
can be based mostly on collected texts, such as Chyet’s detailed folkloric
study of Mem and Zin (Chyet 1991). Such studies are also scanty; for
instance, no comprehensive typology of narratives has yet been made for
Kurdish.17 Comparison with better-documented traditions, such as Arabic,
Turkish, Aramaic and Armenian, can be fruitful, and the studies of the
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folklore of the Kurdish Jews now living in Israel are particularly useful for
the Kurdologist (Sabar 1982, Brauer and Patai 1993).

Of the studies made in the past, a few are especially relevant to the
Yezidis in Northern Iraq. Badinani traditions were attested by the collection
of Prym and Socin (1887, 1890), which includes much material still
circulating in Badinan one hundred years later, and Makas (1900, 1926)
includes some Yezidi material from Turkey. Of the more modern studies of
the dialects of Iragi Kurdistan, that of Blau is particularly useful for its
engaging description of a storytelling performance among Sinjari Yezidis
(Blau 1975: 6-8). Important Yezidi religious oral traditions can be found in
Layard 1849, Badger 1852, Lescot 1938, Guest 1993; the ‘sacred books of
the Yezidis’ (Bittner 1913) may also have oral origins, but the most
substantial collections are in Siléman and Jindi 1979 and Kreyenbroek
1995. For secular oral traditions, Ritter 1976 is a selection of anecdotes;
this type of material can also be found in Jelil 1978, 1985, along with much
Yezidi historical narrative and lyric.

Kurmaniji Oral Traditions at the end of the Twentieth Century

It is true that, as the Kurdish folklorists fear, many Kurmanji oral traditions
are dying out. Population movements and changes in the Kurdish way of
life have meant that traditions associated with tasks no longer performed,
or places no longer visited, are in decline. Nevertheless, oral traditions
retain a strong symbolic value even for urban Kurds. Old types of narrative,
once oral, are being turned into literary products and plays (e.g. Shemo
1983). The “literary landscape’, as it were, of Kurmanji oral tradition, with
its lyrical descriptions of the mountains, rivers, plants and animals, and its
declarations of passionate emotion, provides much of the most powerful
imagery of Kurdish nationalism. Such images are used in the Kurdish print
and broadcast media, including, most recently, satellite television.!8 The
most popular nationalistic Kurdish singers, such as Sivan Perwer, use the
imagery of Kurdish oral tradition, and the various Kurdish satellite
channels see Kurdish folk music as an important part of Kurdish cultural
heritage and feature performances from many parts of the homeland. Such
enterprises have in turn had an effect on the oral traditions, as a concept of
‘the correct version’ grows among the audience, and young performers
sometimes learn material from books or broadcasts. There is an
ambivalence about ‘“folklore’ — it is seen by many urban Kurds as outmoded
and primitive, but also as picturesque and valuable. Kurdish oral tradition
seems to be more accessible to modern, urban Kurds when recontextua-
lised, when presented (often in more concise, glossy form than in the
villages) by the Kurdish media or by novelists. The Kurmanji oral traditions
are not dying out altogether; they are changing in form, and becoming less
varied, but they remain powerful and emotive.
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STUDYING YEZIDI ORAL TRADITIONS

The oral traditions presented in this book were collected in a war zone,
from a people traumatised by conflict and insecurity. Fieldwork conditions
must always have a bearing on the way work is done, and in many ways the
circumstances were less than ideal, though there were some unexpected
advantages. The special situation pertaining in the Kurdish autonomous
zone of Northern Iraq in 1992 (MacDowall 1996: 368-388) had an
influence both on the choice of material studied, and the way it was
collected. This in turn had an obvious effect on the methodologies used in
analysing the oral traditions and their role in Yezidi society.

Choice of Fieldwork Area

Although the cultural expression of Yezidis in the diaspora is no less valid
than that found in areas where Yezidis have been settled for centuries, I felt
that the ideal fieldwork area should include a long-established Yezidi
community; in such a society it might be a more straightforward task to
understand the relationship between oral traditions and their context. At -
first, Armenia and Georgia seemed the best sites for fieldwork; Yerevan and
Thilisi are important centres for Kurdish cultural studies, and much of the
Kurdish-speaking population in these republics is Yezidi. However, during
the time I was planning fieldwork, in 1990-91, there was considerable
unrest in both republics. In 1991, however, after the Kurdish uprising and
the creation of the so-called ‘safe havens’, an area of Northern Iraq, which
includes the most important Yezidi centre of Lalésh, came under Kurdish
control and Europeans were welcomed. Within the area, problems of access
were logistical rather than ideological. Although it was often difficult to
find resources, such as a car, to reach particular sites, there were no overt
attempts to block my research, and no obvious checks were made by the
Kurdish authorities on whether it was conforming to an accepted Kurdish
ideology. In fact, foreign interest in Kurdish culture was encouraged.

Local Expressions of Kurdish Identity

After the 1991 uprising and its aftermath, the inhabitants of the Kurdish-
held zone took advantage of their freedom to express their nationalist
sentiments; such discourses were being developed by intellectuals and
political leaders to reinforce community cohesion. The political climate of
previous years had been very divisive, with many Kurdish individuals and
groups known to be supporting the Iraqi government. Amnesties had been
issued to many of these, and the leaders of the two major Kurdish parties,
Mes‘ud Barzani of the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP), and Jalal Talabani
of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), were attempting to preserve
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alliances with powerful hostile leaders who had previously been aligned

with the government. Barzani and Talabani were also trying to reconcile
their own differences; this task eventually proved too much, with civil war
openly breaking out, amid rampant corruption and abuse of human rights,
in 1994. However, in 1992, there was some fragile optimism; the Kurds had
a degree of autonomy, international aid was being given, and many wanted
to try the experiment of self-rule. I shall never forget the sight of hundreds
of people, old and young, rich and poor, queueing for hours outside polling
stations in order to vote in their first democratic election.

The political restructuring of Iraqi Kurdistan, as epitomised by the 1992
elections, was an important element in the forging of the national
consciousness, but equally significant was the emphasis on common
elements of culture and aspects of heritage. Kurdish-language television
stations showed Kurdish dances and songs, both traditional and modern,
performed in traditional dress; documentaries were made about individual
villages, many destroyed and only resettled since 1991, where elders gave
accounts of village life and sang traditional songs remembered from their
youth. As in many other nationalist movements, intellectuals and
politicians who wished to modernise their society also wished to empower
their people by emphasising their special Kurdish identity. People living in
towns recalled their youth in villages with fondness; this was not mere
nostalgia, forgetting the harshness of the conditions of rural life, but rather
the result of a feeling, expressed by Kurds of all classes in Iragi Kurdistan,
that the authentic Kurdish life was village life, and that the villages were the
repository of Kurdish culture. Town life and its comforts might have
become the norm, but emotional and social considerations, as much as any
economic factor, were elements in the drive towards reconstruction of the
destroyed villages of Iragi Kurdistan.

Local Perceptions of ‘Folklore’

Since folklore studies are of course well established in Iraq, people were
quite familiar with the process of collecting oral traditions. However local
attitudes towards the material collected did not always accord with my own
approach. I was interested in various sorts of verbal art which fell outside
the range of Yezidi material I had come to study, and was very interested in,
for example, an impromptu lament for those lost in the camps during the
exodus of 1991, which I heard performed spontaneously in a modern style
by a KDP pésmerge (guerilla fighter), in Dihok in March 1992. However,
local opinion placed a higher value on what it calls folklor, folklore’, which
is traditional in style and is, or appears to be, old. ‘Folklore’ could be
traditional Kurdish dress, carpets, music, agricultural implements or any
other old-fashioned attribute of Kurdish life. The term was used in Kurdish
broadcasts and other discussions in the media of traditional elements of
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Kurdish culture. Songs and stories dating from before living memory were
felt to be ancient, and this status was inviolable. Innovation was not
admitted; variant forms of ‘historical’ material seemed to be tolerated
provided they were sufficiently old in themselves. Many educated people
knew the work of the Jelil brothers, who collected numerous variants of
popular stories such as the Yezidis’ Derwéshé ‘Evdi and also the generally
known Dimdim, but there was always a tendency to interpret one variant as
correct and reject others.!? This is hardly surprising in the case of historical
material, if truth is felt to be at stake, but it even applied in the case of
stories containing fantasy elements. The concept that a ‘correct’ version of a
given tradition does not exist, that there are merely variant forms
performed in different ways according to the purposes and limitations of
the performer, did not conform at all to local opinion; the influence of
literacy and broadcast-was such that people would say that a particular
retelling of a story was ‘wrong’ because it differed from a version read in a
published collection of folklore, or a radio or television programme.

Certain types of material were felt to be more prestigious than others.
Songs dealing with tribal history, and epic songs, were felt to merit a
researcher’s attention; however, bewilderment was often expressed, both in
villages and in urban educated circles, at my interest in, for example,
women’s work songs. Material associated with certain members of the
community reflected the status of those members.

This choice of fieldwork area had its disadvantages. Significant
proportions of the general population had been displaced from their
homes, and the effects of the last traumatic thirty years or so on data
gathered had to be taken into account. The ethical aspect of the fieldwork
was complicated by high poverty and unemployment levels. The lack of
basic resources, especially fuel, meant that travel within the region was not
easy, and the security situation made it impossible for a lone European to
live permanently in a village. Yezidi communities in particular were situated
near Iraqi army lines. This meant that I had to be based in the town of
Dihok, making as frequent visits to Yezidi communities as possible.

I had originally come to Iraq hoping to study Yezidi women’s oral
traditions, but I soon encountered considerable difficulty in studying
questions relating to oral traditions and gender. For all interviews it was
necessary for a member of the community to be present, partly to translate
(my university Kurdish was not easy for rural Yezidis to understand at first
acquaintance, though time brought better mutual understanding) and
partly to provide introductions. This had to be a Yezidi as interviewees did
not feel at ease with Muslims; in the one interview I conducted with a
Muslim interpreter, the (male) interviewee was extremely polite but utterly
uninformative. For interviewing women, a female Yezidi with fluent English
was required, and there were very few such women in Badinan province.
One kindly arranged some very productive interviews, but was not
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available very often. Realising that there would be a relative lack of data on
Yezidi women’s practice of oral tradition, I broadened my focus to Yezidi
oral tradition in general. The under-representation of women in this study is
unfortunate but inevitable given the fieldwork circumstances.

Questionnaires as a means of assessing attitudes to oral traditions were
rejected for various reasons, specifically the high level of illiteracy amongst
rural Yezidis, their fears that information taken in writing might somehow
find its way into Government hands, and the novelty of many of the
concepts under discussion. Longer interviews with fewer informants proved
more rewarding — opinions were (in most cases) apparently expressed
freely. This may have been because interviewees had little fear that I was a
spy (a very real possibility to them) but it is also likely that the information I
requested, very little of which referred to the recent past, could safely be
defined as folklor rather than ‘live’ politics. Many also allowed themselves
to criticise the Kurdish leaders freely, though they would certainly not have
done this if Kurdish Muslims were present. Although it was not possible to
survey village communities in as much detail as an ethnographic study
would require, I was able to live in Dihok, a short distance from the major
Yezidi settlements, and to maintain a variety of Yezidi, Muslim and
Christian contacts locally without exclusive reliance on any one of them.
Numerous trips of one day were made to the nearby collective villages of
Khanek and Shari‘e (see below) and of several days at a time to sites further
away such as Ba‘dré and Lalésh.

A great disadvantage of being confined to the Kurdish-held zone was the
impossibility of visiting the Jebel Sinjar, which was under the control of the
Iraqi government. Sinjari Yezidis were perceived as less urbanised than
others; they dress differently and were felt by other Yezidis to adhere more
closely to Yezidi cultural customs. There is a history of political conflict
between the Sinjaris and the Sheykhani Yezidis, though the community
presents a united front to outsiders. The Sinjar was the most important
centre of Yezidi stranbéj, the semi-professional singers who perform ‘the old
songs’. Fortunately I was able to meet several stranbéj during 1992, and one
well-known one in Germany in 1998. I recorded as many performances of
songs and spoken narratives as I could, but most of my recordings of Sinjari
singers were by necessity purchased in Dihok.

I bought some 120 hours of recordings, which apparently constituted all
of the ‘“traditional Yezidi folklore’ available in Dihok at the time. The
performers were known semi-professional stranbéj whose songs had
instrumental accompaniment. Yezidi contacts spent some weeks inquiring
after and tracing rare recordings, and on checking with various informants,
in particular Pir Khidir Siléman and ‘Eydo Baba Sheykh, both authorities
on Yezidi culture, it was discovered that almost all the most famous living
stranbéj and popular traditions were represented in the collection. Due to
the somewhat haphazard way the recordings had been made and
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distributed, no comprehensive lists of performers and recordings were
available. My own recordings consist mostly of stories told by individuals,
mainly the elderly, and interviews on the subject of Yezidi customs, how
traditions are learned, circumstances of performance, etc. The local concept
of “folklore’ meant that informants had a clear idea of what I was asking
for, and of which members of the community knew most and should be
approached; the focus on older material ensured goodwill, as it was felt to
be a fitting subject of study.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES AND FIELDWORK METHODOLOGIES

The stated aim of this work is to study Yezidi oral traditions within their
social context. Oral traditions may be narrative or lyrical, or even gnomic
(e.g. proverbs), and have been passed on from one person to another. The
examples which will be considered here are believed to be of a certain age,
and have a known place in the life of the community. The oral traditions
which will be examined in detail here are all examples of performed oral
literature, or verbal art, but other forms of communication which are not,
strictly speaking, ‘oral traditions’ are also used here. These include life-
stories and eyewitness accounts, and are primarily used to give background
information on Yezidi attitudes to their history and social environment, and
to their traditional songs and stories.

We should also define ‘social context.” Dundes’ definition of the context
of an item of folklore as ‘the specific social situation in which that
particular item is actually employed’ (Dundes 1964: 274) is not adequate if
one is reflecting on general meanings ascribed to that tradition outside the
immediate performance environment. Bauman proposes a much more
complex view of context, which does more justice to the multidimensional
nature of communication; it comprises six different categories — ‘context of
meaning’, ‘institutional context’, ‘context of communicative system’, ‘social
base’, ‘individual context’, and ‘context of situation’ (Bauman 1983).
However, one then runs into the danger of overcontextualising, by
describing context ad infinitum. Bauman and Briggs (1990: 68) warn of
the dangers of ‘reifying’ context and advocate an emphasis on the process of
contextualisation, largely to avoid dangers of false objectivity, of claiming
to give an ‘objective’ description of a social environment. Whilst an effort
has been made to discover how the Yezidis contextualise their oral
traditions, this information has not always been available. I have described
individual performances where I have witnessed them and as far as possible
have tried to use local comment to evaluate it; I have also attempted to
discover the place of the performances in the life of the community.

This work is not an ethnographic study of the Yezidi community, though
it makes use of past ethnographic work; it aims to be multidisciplinary.
Though it takes account of social institutions, it does not focus on them at
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the expense of the traditions themselves, which cannot be understood
without clarification of their idioms and underlying aesthetics — in other
words, without approaching them as literature. The methodology of this
work has elements of a functionalist approach, in that I have assumed at the
outset that the material collected must be useful to the community or it
would not have survived. However, T have taken a very broad view of what
its ‘function’ might be. It could be ‘useful’ in a variety of ways ~ a tradition
might survive because of its aesthetic merits, for instance. Nevertheless, it is
appreciated that not every function of a given tradition in its society can be
isolated, and that not every element of a given tradition can be accounted
for. The links between oral traditions and social institutions are invariably
complex; this book will include some traditions which purport to uphold
social norms and others which are apparently critical, and will attempt to
account for these stances. Moreover, stories which have been told for
generations may often include random elements introduced in the past,
which are not felt to add anything significant to contemporary performance
and may not even be understood, but which are retained purely through
conservatism. Where this is the case, I will consider the nature of and
reasons for that conservatism.

In some respects this work has also been influenced by the ‘ethnography
of speaking’ with its stress on language, local values and ethnopoetics.
However, studies in Kurdish language are still in their infancy; adequate
dictionaries are few, and dialects are still being described; we are far from
being able to make confident assertions about such subtleties as registers of
language, or to give accounts of the full range of ‘speech acts’ and ‘speech
events’ used in Kurmanji. During fieldwork it was not always easy to
question informants on nuances of meaning, and informants’ evaluations of
traditions and performances were sometimes difficult to interpret. It is all
too easy to attempt a critique of foreign language material with the aim of
applying the ‘ethnography of speaking’ to it, and fall into the trap of
carrying out traditional Western literary criticism on it. The application of
Western literary theory to alien literatures, of course, is not necessarily
wrong in itself, but is inappropriate if the avowed aim is to discover more
about the aesthetic system of the group which created the literature. During
discussions of the artistry of the oral traditions, I have attempted to focus
on what the community finds artistically valuable in them (as explained to
me, of course) rather than their literary merit for Westerners. It is important
to map out the artistic and emotional language of Kurdish oral tradition.
However, given the difficulties of discussing the material with informants as
‘literature’, the conclusions as to the significance of traditions or of images
are inevitably sometimes based on deduction.

There were also occasions where the purity of an approach such as
‘ethnography of speaking’ was compromised by my own wish to argue that
these traditions also meet Western criteria for ‘literature’. I make no
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apologies for this, given the regrettable tendency among some Kurds to
belittle the artistic merits of their oral tradition in favour of the apparent
sophistication of the new and lively Kurdish literary tradition.

Performance and Text

The artistry of ‘oral literature’ or verbal art, which may give it a privileged
and influential position in society, is not confined to choice of words. The
performance is an integral part of it. Unlike a written text, an oral ‘text’ is
never the same twice. Ruth Finnegan (1990: 134) articulated a common
feeling among those who have done fieldwork on oral traditions:

When 1 came back and typed up my transcriptions I could not
understand why they seemed so lifeless. All the wisdom and art that I
thought I had seen seemed to be gone.

Not only does the performance breathe life into the form of words, but, if
the tradition is performed within the community, the performance is a vital
dimension which must be understood before the role of the tradition in
context can be understood. Of course, the performance is a multi-
dimensional speech act, with links not only to its specific environment,
but also to past and future performances, and possibly many other
communicative acts as well. This is certainly the case for Yezidi lyrical
songs in particular, where performances are carefully evaluated and
compared with those of the past and those of different singers.

Bauman’s definition of performance (1977: 11) proved particularly
useful in the context of Yezidi oral traditions:

Performance involves on the part of the performer an assumption of
accountability to an audience for the way in which communication is
carried out, above and beyond its referential content.

The key characteristic of performance here is the fact that it is socially
appropriate. The breadth of Bauman’s definition proved well suited to the
variety of performances encountered in the Yezidi material, which ranged
from prose tales to sung lyric and ritual lamentation. Each was performed
appropriately, within an appropriate context.

As Finnegan observed, performance can not be adequately described by
the isolated transcription of words on the page; a reader from another
culture needs more information on the following points:

i) Genre: is this well-defined? Is the audience aware of its rules? How a
performance conforms to the perceived rules of its genre may give the
best indication of local perceptions of success and failure.

ii) Non-verbal elements: the performance may be accompanied by music, or
an elaborate language of gesture and body posture by the performer(s).
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iii) The performer(s): does he or she have a well-defined social status, and
does this affect perceptions of the performance?

iv) The audience: its participation in and reaction to the performance.

v) The context: is the performance formally sanctioned? Is it taking place
at a time and place considered to be appropriate?

I will attempt to answer the above points in relation to the material
considered. However, since I was not present at the recorded performances
of many of the songs I will discuss, it will not be possible to supply this
information in all cases; the best that I can offer is information about the
type of performance gained from questioning people who have seen such
performances and who listen to the cassettes. Where information was
lacking, this will be indicated. _

Working on prerecorded material has various methodological implica-
tions, and was not undertaken lightly. It was the only realistic way of
gaining access to the work of the Sinjari stranbéj without being able to visit
their locality, and despite its inferior sound quality, it did have the
advantage of representing a performance requested by the community at a
time and place of local choice, with audience attention on performer and
performance rather than on the odd-looking foreigner with the tape-
recorder. I must acknowledge that in many cases I knew little about the
individual performances; I could not even analyse some recordings as entire
‘performances’ since I could not be sure whether it constituted the whole
performance or even if all the material was recorded during one
performance. The relative lack of information about immediate perfor-
mance context and the disproportionate reliance on information about the
wider context will inevitably cause some distortion. It will also,
unfortunately, prevent any meaningful consideration of possible covert
political and rhetorical messages, dependent on context, underlying the
words of the performances, such as those considered in Afghan storytelling
performances in Mills 1991.

A more important consequence of having to use prerecorded material is
that the focus shifts from ‘context’ back towards ‘texts’; the material is
presented as a set of texts, with such comments on context as can be
gleaned from the information available. Some scholars have argued for a
strong emphasis on text and content (Blackburn 1988: xviii), though it is
also possible to argue that, since no two performances are the same, there is
no such thing as ‘text’, only performance. However, there is a
methodological virtue to be made out of this necessity. The prerecorded
material used consists of lyrical songs on historical subjects; there is good
reason for thinking that considering them as ‘texts’ parallels their use in the
Yezidi community. Not only do the Yezidis conceive of them as
compositions which are to be passed from singer to apprentice without
change — to the extent to which audiences will query obvious changes in
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wording made to the songs they know — but they also discuss them as
entities with an objective existence; the singer’s rendition of the song is, for
the Yezidis, a separate matter from the existence of the song itself. This way
of thinking about the songs ‘entextualises’ them, to use Bauman and Briggs’
term (1990: 73). It is very different from the way the Yezidis talk about the
extemporised lament, for instance, where it is the process, not the product,
which is the ‘thing’ under discussion. Thus these lyrics can be seen as text,
and it is clear that the process of recording and replaying decontextualises
and recontextualises them. The cassette, with its lack of peripheral data (for
sleeve notes are not a part of this type of production) is a very different
frame for the material from the conditions of the performance, and the
context of an audience listening to a famous singer playing live at a party is
very unlike that of people in a car, conversing amongst themselves whilst
the songs play in the background — the more common scenario now. Whilst
one must not lose sight of context, it is crucial to consider text.

Some of the other texts discussed here come from other collections of
Kurdish “folklore’, particularly those of the Jelil brothers, which have more
information on performers and performance than many others, though
admittedly not as much as one would desire. Few if any of these other texts
were collected in Northern Iraq, and their purpose is twofold. Some are
included for comparative purposes, as in the case of the Dawddé Dawiid
collected in Syria, which is clearly part of the same tradition as that
performed in Sinjar. Others are to supplement information which was not
collected during the fieldwork, for various reasons. One example of this is the
group of short songs of semi-professional lamentation which come from the
Jelils’ collection; their recordings were made in Thilisi. I did not have the
privilege of attending a taziye for a recently deceased person in Northern
Iraq, though I did interview a semi-professional performer of laments there.
I am assured by knowledgeable Yezidis that the Jelil group of laments is
typical of the tradition, so I consider it legitimate to include them here.

This book will consider a number of secular oral traditions acknowl-
edged by the Yezidis to be important, and examine how the community in
Northern Iraq perceives and uses them. They will be considered from the
viewpoint of both text and context. This will be the first such attempt to
study oral traditions in Kurmanji, a language which has a complex pattern
of literacies and oralities across different areas and communities, and whose
written literature is underdeveloped by comparison with Turkish, Arabic
and Persian. Before describing these Yezidi traditions in detail, I will move
from the general cultural environment of the Kurmanji-speaking areas to
the specific setting of the Yezidi community, whose orality has a number of
special features, and whose religiosity is so different from the more
‘orthodox’ forms of Islam, Christianity and Judaism that outsiders have
consistently misjudged them, often with tragic consequences.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Yezidis of Northern Iraq
and the People of the Book

INTRODUCTION

The Yezidis are a religious minority with many taboos and a strict caste
system. They constitute a sizeable community in the Kurdish-held zone of
Northern Iraq, though there are no reliable statistics. Estimates for Iraq as a
whole vary between 100,000 and 250,000 (Kreyenbroek 1995: vii). The
Yezidis are neither Muslim, Christian nor Jewish and therefore not ‘People
of the Book’. This has had important implications in the past for their legal
status, and is still a factor in their relationships with their neighbours and
with authority. Their religion contains elements originating in various
majority religions, but cannot be defined as purely, or even principally,
Christian, Islamic or Zoroastrian; it appears to be truly syncretistic. In the
past they were described as ‘devil-worshippers’ by adherents of the majority
religions, and by European travellers. Their status as a piece of ‘living
folklore’ has been a mixed blessing for them. Contrary to their popular
image as an isolated, unchanging group, they did not (and do not) exist in
isolation from their neighbours in Kurdistan; many of the great Kurdish
tribal confederations, such as the Milan and the Heverkan, had large Yezidi
sections. Yezidis sometimes lived in mixed villages, alongside Christians in
particular. They never stood outside the political and economic systems of
the regions in which they lived. Nevertheless, the borders between Yezidi
and non-Yezidi are clearly defined. Birth of Yezidi parents is the criterion
for membership of the Yezidi community, and Yezidi custom in Northern
Iraq dictates that if one marries a non-Yezidi one forfeits one’s right to
membership of the community.!

THE YEZIDI COMMUNITIES OF NORTHERN IRAQ

The Yezidis of Northern_lraq, that is the communities of Sheykhan and
Sinjar, are the focus of this book, and indeed of most Yezidi studies. Over
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the last century and a half, the Yezidis of these areas have given a great deal
of information about themselves and their religion to interested parties
from outside their community, and a whole field of ‘Yezidi studies’ has
grown up. Almost all the information we have about Yezidi belief and
attitudes has been provided by the communities of Sheykhan,? whose élite
controls the sacred shrine of Lalésh, north-east of Mosul, and attempts to
control the religious life of Yezidi society as a whole. Yet Yezidis do not live
only in Iraq. They were once found in many parts of what is now Turkey;
however, most of the Yezidis of Turkey fled persecution, either to
Transcaucasia during the last decades of the Ottoman Empire (Guest
1993: 193-203), to Iraq after the First World War, or to Europe,
particularly Germany, later in the twentieth century. There are also
significant and long-established communities in Syria. Some of these
communities have been isolated from each other for long periods; for
instance, there was little contact between the Transcaucasian and the Iragi
Yezidis during the Soviet period. In terms of temporal authority, it is clear
that the Yezidi tribes of the Heverkan and Milli federations at the end of the
nineteenth century cannot have taken orders from the Mir of Ba‘dré,
despite his seniority in the sheykhly hierarchy. Even the methods of
religious control exerted by the ruling castes of Sheykhan were limited over
long distances, and it is likely that there were significant differences in
practice between all these areas. Yezidism? is an extremely adaptable
religion, and people were more likely to follow the rules imposed by local
religious authorities than by distant ones. Even within Iraq, outsiders have
found substantial differences in accounts of important holy beings and
events; it cannot be assumed that the ‘Yezidism’ of, say, the Tur Abdin
communities near Mardin in Turkey and the Transcaucasian groups are one
and the same, nor that it remained the same for long periods in any one
area. Sources are limited, but a brief seventeenth century description of
Yezidis in Syria gives an indication of a rather different religious hierarchy
from that of modern Sheykhan (Fuccaro 1993, 1999: 11). The cult of the
holy being Sheykh Adi seems to have been less important in the Tur Abdin
than in Sheykhan. Instances in Transcaucasia* and Turkey® are also
reported of the tolerance of violations of taboo, such as marrying out,
which would risk ostracism in Iraq.

Geographical Location in Iraq

Much of the Sheykhan region, including its principal town, ‘Eyn Sifni, and
the entire Jebel Sinjar, was under Iraqi government control throughout
1992. Within the Kurdish autonomous zone of Northern Iraq, Yezidis were
living mainly in the collective villages (settlements built by the Iraqi
government) of Khanek and Shari‘e near Dihok, Dérebiin near Zakho, and
the small town of Ba‘dré at the edge of Sheykhan. A small number of
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families lived in Dihok town, a few in Zakho, and fewer still in Erbil. The
village of Lalésh, also known as the shrine of Sheykh Adi, which is the
Yezidis’ holiest site overall, was also located in the Kurdish-held zone,
though only a few kilometres from “Eyn Sifni. Although very few people
live there all year round, it is a centre for Yezidi pilgrimage at festival
seasons. In 1992 even the most important festivals were very sparsely
attended, as most of the Yezidis living in the Iraqi government-held zone
were reluctant to incur government opprobrium, and suffer intrusive
searches at checkpoints on the road, by crossing into the Kurdish-held zone.
Yezidis in Iraq all know each other, by clan if not by name, and becoming
isolated from the community is considered undesirable. Mass gatherings at
festivals serve important social as well as religious purposes. News is
exchanged, business is transacted, possible marriage partners are surveyed
by young people and their families. In subsequent years the great festivals
have been better attended, though it is unclear whether they have reached
levels which would previously have been seen as normal. Such long-term
undermining of this opportunity to assemble is likely to have negative
consequences for the community.

Although the communities of Sheykhan (including those of the Dihok
area) and Sinjar trace a common Yezidi heritage and stress their unity to
outsiders, there are important differences between them. The Mir’s family
has exerted religious control over both areas (and more widely) for at least
three centuries, but there have been periods, notably that at the end of the
nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, when Sinjar challenged
Sheykhan for religious dominance. During the massacres perpetrated by the
Ottoman official ‘Umar Wahbi Pasha, known as ‘Ferlq Pasha,” in 1893,
which will be described more fully in Chapter Four, the Mir was
ignominiously forced to convert to Islam and the shrine of Sheykh Adi
taken from Yezidi control. After these calamities, there was a religious revival
in Sinjar, led by figures such as Hemo Shéro, which lasted some time, and was
a serious challenge to the supremacy of Sheykhan.6 Moreover, there are
important differences in political and social structures. In some ways, Sinjari
society has been more volatile, with political influences waxing and waning;
the allegiances of a tribe might differ within its constituent clans, the mal or
bav. Although membership of the Yezidi community was fixed by birth,
membership of tribes was apparently not; the Sinjari tribes seem to have been
more open and fluid than the Sheykhani, and some tribes, such as Hemo
Shéro’s Feqiran, grew very quickly in both influence and number. There was
also a degree of autonomy for agricultural production; semi-nomadic Yezidi
tribes pastured the flocks of the sedentary villagers, who cultivated a variety
of crops and fruits. The mountainous terrain offered possibilities of defence
and resistance against outside forces; the history of Mount Sinjar is
punctuated by successive governments’ punitive expeditions, few of which
were successful until air attacks were developed. The Sinjari Yezidis also used
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their strategic position to offer sanctuary to persecuted Christians from 1915
onwards. (Fuccaro 1999: 44-70). In Sheykhan, however, the situation was
different; the Yezidi Mir owned a substantial amount of land in the area
around Ba‘dré, which was worked by landless peasants, not all of them
Yezidis. In general, the Sheykhani religious élite exerted economic and
political control as well as religious control over their area. In Sinjar, religious
phenomena such as the cult of Kochek Mirza, a charismatic figure mentioned
in oral tradition, were more likely to develop than in Sheykhan. However, the
established religious élites did not automatically control the political and
economic domains there (Fuccaro 1999: 19).

Collectivisation

After the Kurdish rebellion of the early 1970s and the Iran-Iraq war, the
policy -of demolishing villages and resettling populations into those larger
settlements known as mujama‘at ‘collective villages’ was pursued vigor-
ously by the Iragi government. The first villages to be destroyed were in the
border area, and the reason given for their clearance was the creation of a
border security zone, though later on villages much further inside Iraq were
cleared. The collectivisation of Yezidi villages began after 1975. The
villages, both Sinjari and Sheykhani, which are mentioned in the songs
which will be discussed later in this book are almost all now destroyed. Few
if any of the Yezidi villages in the Kurdish-held zone which existed before
the 1960s now remain extant, although some have had collective villages
built on their sites. An exception is Ba‘dré, at the edge of the Kurdish zone,
a large village containing many properties belonging to the Mir’s family;
however, the original settlement, built in the traditional style, has been
supplemented by a collective village housing Yezidis from the Jebel Sinjar
who were suspected by the Government of complicity in the Kurdish
rebellion of the 1970s.

Some, though not all, of the Yezidi land was redistributed under
‘Arabisation’ policies. The lands formerly belonging to the inhabitants of
Shari‘e and Khanek had been settled by Arabs until 1991, but after the
Kurdish uprising and the establishment of the autonomous zone, many
Arabs left the area.”

Pro-government informants have stressed the modernising effect of
collectivisation, and the improvement in access to medical care and
education; in the Kurdish zone, inhabitants of collective villages in general
have complained bitterly and justifiably of lack of essential supplies,
poverty, and lack of opportunity. During the period of the Anfal campaign
(1988) waged by the Iraqi government against Kurdish civilians, the
authorities constructed prison camps whose inhabitants had lost their
livelihoods and were forced to rely on state hand-outs for survival; many

were executed (Middle East Watch 1993: 209-237). Most Yezidi
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collectivisations were not part of this, though some Yezidis did lose their
lives in the Anfal. Unlike some Kurdish village communities, such as the
Barzanis, who were often scattered or deported to areas in the South of
Iraq, Yezidis tended to be settled together, usually in areas near their former
village sites. The Khanek/Mem Shivan collective near Simél, a few miles
from Dihok, is one of the largest examples. It was built when a hydro-
electric dam flooded Yezidi villages in the area.

Internal Social Structure: the Caste System

Perhaps the most striking aspect of Yezidi society is its caste system.
Membership of a Yezidi caste comes from both parents and cannot be
changed. Most Yezidis belong to the murid or ‘lay’ class; each murid owes
allegiance to a particular sheykh, ‘lord’, and a particular pir or ‘elder’.
Sheykhs have greater spiritual authority than pirs; the highest secular Yezidi
authority is the Mir ‘emir’, who can pronounce the ultimate sentence of
ostracism on one who violates Yezidi laws; the highest ranking religious
leaders are the Baba Sheykh and the Pésh Imam. All three are of the Sheykh
class. A man has the same sheykh and pir as his father; a woman inherits
female sheykh and pir from the families of her father’s sheykh and pir until
her marriage, whereupon she receives her husband’s. Every Yezidi must
have a pir and a sheykh; pirs have a pir from a higher ranking family, and
sheykhs have a sheykh from a higher ranking family; the Mir’s family is the
highest. Sheykhs and pirs perform various religious functions during a
murid’s life and at death; they are often associated with the shrines of
revered saints, and receive respect and cash donations from the faithful,
especially their own murids. The differences in function between sheykhs
and pirs has never been clearly explained, but most commentators and
informants agree that sheykhs outrank pirs.® Both are entitled to alms from
their murid families, and senior sheykhly families in particular can make
wide-ranging collections throughout the community. Younger murids
sometimes profess distaste for the expressions of veneration of their
sheykhs and pirs, particularly the custom of hand-kissing. Although each
caste has its role in the community, there is no restriction on social mixing,
physical contact (between members of the same sex) or communal eating,
between castes. Nevertheless, despite the decline in respect for the caste
system among murids, all Yezidis questioned in 1992 professed complete
support for the Yezidi ban on intermarriage between castes.

The Yezidi structure also accommodates certain special groups. The
feqirs, whose name literally means ‘poor ones’, were once a religious order
open to all but seem to have become in effect a hereditary caste, with
members drawn from a few families within the sheykh, pir and murid
groups (Kreyenbroek 1995: 133). In Sinjar the influence of a group of feqirs
grew so quickly towards the end of the nineteenth century that a tribe of
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that name, the Feqiran, came into being. After initiation into the order,
feqirs traditionally led a life of fasting and abstinence, and their persons
were considered sacred. The gewwals, meaning ‘chanters’, are also drawn
from certain families, particularly the Kurmanji-speaking Dimli and the
Arabic-speaking Tazhi. They play the sacred music at religious occasions,
and are specially trained in the recitation of the religious traditions. Most of
both these groups are murid; they enjoy considerable prestige. Their status
is not automatically bequeathed to their sons, and they must marry within
their caste (sheykh, pir or murld) rather than within the families of
members of their order (feqir or gewwal). A very small group, in 1992 only
three individuals, dedicate themselves to celibacy and service at the holiest
shrine of Lalésh. The Baba Chawtish, guardian of the shrine, from the pir
caste, was also a eunuch;® he was assisted in his religious duties by two
celibate women. All three have made a conscious decision, regardless of
their original caste, to embrace the religious life. Another non-hereditary
group is the kocheks or ‘little ones” who undertake tasks associated with the
shrine, such as collecting wood and fetching water for specific occasions.
Some are also visionaries, diviners, and miracle-workers (Kreyenbroek
1995: 134-5), and certain kocheks have become influential; Kochek Mirza,
for instance, who came to Sinjar in the early 1890s, at a time of great
religious tension, predicted the imminent demise of Islam and attracted
many followers, who drifted away when the events he foretold failed to
materialise. However, he had amassed a considerable sum before being
forcibly returned to Sheykhan (Lescot 1938: 183, Guest 1993: 140). There
are similarities between feqirs and kocheks in terms of dress and code of
conduct, and earlier sources make a connection between the two
(Kreyenbroek 1995: 142).

Certain Yezidi sheykhly families have been wealthy for centuries,
especially land owners such as the Mir’s family and those who could make
wide-ranging collections of alms. In the twentieth century Yezidi murids
became financially successful, often by using their status as non-Muslims to
advantage and keeping hotels and bars. In the Kurdish-held zone in 1992, it
was not uncommon to see people of the murid class, technically the lowest
Yezidi caste, living in prosperity whilst those of sheykhly rank, technically
the highest, were impoverished. Many murids who had been to university
and were working as teachers or engineers considered themselves a much
more progressive class than the sheykhs, who often still made their money
from land ownership or contributions due to their religious rank.

Endogamy

The Yezidis’ consciousness of uniqueness is nowhere seen more clearly than
in their refusal to intermarry with other social groups. Converts to their
religion are not accepted. This strict endogamy, which is even professed
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(openly, at any rate) by young, educated, secular Yezidis in Iraq, is often
justified on the grounds of racial purity, which are clearly spurious;
informants who claim that Yezidis are Kurds will not countenance
intermarriage with other Kurds, whose great-grandfathers may have been
forcibly converted from Yezidism to Islam. Ritual or religious purity, the
maintaining of Yezidi separateness, seems to be the point at issue. An
example of a Yezidi woman who married a Christian was mentioned by one
informant; as is the rule in such cases, she forfeited her right to be a member
of the Yezidi community and went to live with her husband some distance
away. Old and young men declared in all seriousness that they would kill
their daughters and sisters if they attempted elopement with a Muslim.!0
Rules of intermarriage are strict even within the Yezidi community; as
Yezidi society becomes more secularised, it is here that the outsider sees the
caste system most obviously at work. A murid can marry any other murid,
but the sheykh and pir castes are divided into groups; each sheykh or pir
must marry within his or her own group. The strictest rules apply to the
highest ranking groups — members of the Mir’s family may only intermarry
with members of their own clan or with members of one other sheykhly
clan.

It is perhaps worth remarking that Yezidis traditionally practised
polygamy; there was no limit to the number of wives permitted, and the
Mir’s family in particular was noted for its large number of wives.!!
Polygamy has declined dramatically in recent years; it is more common in
Sinjar than Sheykhan. Younger Yezidis who discussed polygamy with me
cited the difficulties which can arise between wives, and the economic
advantages of monogamy. More outspoken young women declared they
would not tolerate a husband who wanted a second wife, and viewed
polygamy as oppressive. It was clear that monogamy is perceived as more
progressive, and polygamy associated with peasant communities. Polygamy
was cited as grounds for criticism of the Sinjaris and of the Mir’s family. A
few recent examples were mentioned during the course of the fieldwork of
married men who had decided to take another wife; however, the first wife
had returned to her family (whether voluntarily or not was not always
clear), in all these cases. It is uncertain whether this was now the norm.

The importance of endogamy to the identity of the Yezidis of Northern
Iraq is clearly enormous; the strictness of the taboos surrounding the subject
and the enormity of the punishments for those who offend by marrying
inappropriately are described in detail to any interested outsider. However,
infringements of these rules have been tolerated. Members of the
community who have literally no-one to marry may apply to the
appropriate religious authorities who can consider the case and grant an
exemption; one hears anecdotal evidence of Yezidi men who have married
Christians and remained part of the community, albeit with a changed role.
As with many other areas of Yezidi life, matters are strongly regulated, but
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one of the key functions of the religious hierarchy is the resolution of cases
where the circumstances of real life conflict with the ideal order imposed by
Yezidism.

YEZIDISM AND NON-YEZIDI VIEWS OF IT

Even seventeenth century Oriental sources, such as the Sheref-name of
Sheref Khan Bitlisi and the Seyabat-name of Evliya Celebi, present Yezidism
as exotic and strongly differentiated from the religion of neighbouring
groups. Sheref Khan’s description is hostile:

The Yezidis who inhabit Mount Sinjar are a barbarous people who
know neither prayers nor feasts, fasts, customs or laws, and who,
without being subject to any established police authority, devote
themselves to agriculture, while in fact living from robbery ... They
obey some Sheykhs and have the horrible and barbarous custom of
selling their children in the towns . .. They are not circumcised . .. and
they detest the Turks, but seem to esteem the Christians. (Charmoy
1868: 69-70, tr. Kreyenbroek).

In his descriptions of his expedition to Sinjar and of the revolt of Abdal
Khan of Bitlis, who is said to be of Yezidi extraction and who was
supported by Yezidi warriors of various!? tribes (1655-6), Evliya Celebi
consistently describes Yezidi fighters as wild, bloodthirsty, insanely brave,
and loyal to their comrades. His account of a visit to Yezidis near ‘Aqra
recounts a discussion of religion, describes the shrine of Sheykh Adi at
Lalésh as much more splendid than any Sunni Kurdish shrine, and refers to
some picturesque taboos,

The Yezidis’ exotic reputation persisted, though the details of their
religion remained little known. When, in the mid-nineteenth century,
Austen Henry Layard wrote (1849 I: 271) of his curiosity about Yezidism:

‘.. .[the Yezidis’] worship, their tenets, and their origin were alike a
subject of mystery which I felt anxious to clear up as far as I was able.’

he was emphasising precisely those elements which make Yezidism difficult
to comprehend for ‘people of the Book’; whether local or foreign, Muslim,
Christian or Jew, by using the words ‘worship’ and ‘tenets.’ Yezidi accounts
of their religion, including not only the publications by Yezidi scholars of
their sacred texts and collections of their folklore, but also those
descriptions given to anthropologists and researchers of religion, make it
clear that Yezidi religion is qualitatively different from Christianity, Islam
and Judaism, and concepts of ‘worship’ and ‘tenets,” as ‘people of the book’
would understand them, do not apply. The ‘religions of the Book’, in their
‘mainstream’ forms at any rate, have official forms of worship ~ regular,
formal rituals and prayers with fixed words, as well as ‘tenets’ — formal
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beliefs which all members can be expected to profess. This is not the case
with Yezidism, and the lack of these elements has sometimes caused non-
Yezidis to think either that the Yezidis once had these things, but that they
are now lost, or that there is no inner life in Yezidism. Typical of this
attitude was the Christian of the Tur Abdin who said of the Yezidis, “They
have nothing.’13

Yet the Yezidis do worship and have beliefs. They have a strong
veneration for holy places and objects, which are associated with holy
beings, and their belief in the role of the spiritual in everyday life has been
documented by writers such as Layard and Drower. Their solemn rites for
the great occasions of human life, and their religious festivals, are
mentioned by many writers. Yezidis do not have liturgy as Christians
understand it, and the form of prayer (word or gesture) and even the time of
day when prayer is made, often seems a matter of great variation, and
perhaps of individual choice. Traditionally, there has been no one statement
or creed on which all Yezidis would agree as the fundamental statement of
Yezidism, and though there are agreed to be seven angels or holy beings, the
most important of whom is the Peacock Angel, Melek Tawus, there is not
universal agreement on who all the others are.!* Even the cult of Sheykh
Adi, who founded what is now the Yezidi sect, seems to be stronger in some
areas than others. As for core ‘texts’, there are various holy texts or gewls,
but recent collection of new gewls among the diaspora Yezidis shows that
the ‘canon’ of texts is not universal — many are better known in some areas
than others. They are still performed, but their meaning is often obscure
and known only to a few people with religious authority. There are also the
sermons or meshabet which are preached to larger groups by the gewwals,
when they carry the senjags, or sacred effigies representing Melek Tawus,
round outlying communities, a practice called tawiisgeran. This, like the
large gatherings such as the annual autumn festival, is a force for religious
standardisation, as well as for Sheykhani influence; a proportion of the
revenues thus collected accrue to the Mir’s family (Fuccaro 1999: 21). Such
forces, whilst consolidating Sheykhani influence and prosperity, could not
hope to produce standard, universal beliefs and practices.

Yezidism does have a common conceptual framework in that the Holy
Beings are considered to have taken human form at various points in the
past, and their descendants receive appropriate respect. Places associated
with them are also venerated. It may be very loosely termed a ‘belief-
system’, and it is capable of borrowing many elements, including holy
figures, rituals and symbols, from other religions. However, it is largely a
matter of orthopraxy rather than orthodoxy — one is a good Yezidi by being
virtuous, avoiding bad behaviour, and following the rules or taboos
applicable to one’s own status. A key principle underpinning many of the
regulations is order — purity is preserved by not allowing inappropriate
things to mix. Living within the Yezidi community was in the past seen as
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essential for maintaining one’s status as a Yezidi, though more recently
political and economic forces, which have driven Yezidis into large cities
and even abroad, have relaxed this rule. Yezidis tend to socialise primarily
with each other, whilst expressing affection for Christians and antagonism
towards Muslims. This is hardly surprising, given the number of massacres
suffered in the past (al-Jabiri 1991: Appendix). European travellers of the
nineteenth century commented on their reluctance to give any information
about themselves; their practice of concealment of their religion seems to
have been institutionalised and no doubt stemmed from a fear of religious
persecution. This wish to conceal important aspects of their religion
resulted in the telling of some notable lies to outsiders, visible in some of the
wilder claims in the literature of ‘Yezidology’, and the withholding of
fundamental pieces of information; Layard, for instance, attended a festival
at the holy shrine of Lalésh without being aware of the location, or even the
existence, of the sacred cave, focus of the devotions (Layard 1849:
270-308).

Many taboos reflect the desire for purity; thus, for example, behaviour
which is perceived to pollute the earth, such as spitting, is forbidden.
Certain words should not be said, particularly ‘Sheytan’ which shows
disrespect to Melek Tawus because it is used by non-Yezidis to slander
him.13 The concern for purity is particularly obvious in social terms, shown
by the caste system and the rules on marriage, and also in the Yezidis’
interactions with other groups — in the past they have considered it
polluting to mix with Muslims, and have cited religious purity as grounds
for claiming exemption from military service.l® At present, this reluctance
to associate with Muslims is usually presented as a fear of forcible
conversion. However, many tribes, such as the Heverkan, had both Yezidi
and Muslim members, and even if the two groups did not marry, they must
have associated; it seems likely that there was a difference in Yezidi
attitudes to local Muslims who were bound to them by ties of kinship and
the kerafet,!” and other Muslims. Yezidis have usually been willing to live
alongside Christians, who are also non-Yezidi; it is clear that the religious
regulations are tempered by pragmatism. The religious authorities’ rulings
are probably the source of many of the Yezidis’ more striking taboos,
though it is rarely remembered who issued the rulings and why. Sometimes
aetiological tales arise to support the taboos, such as the tale of an
otherwise unknown prophetess Khasse to account for the taboo on eating
khas or lettuce.'® However, custom and precedent are powerful enough in
themselves to justify many practices as religiously correct.

Thus Yezidism is truly a ‘way of life’ rather than an internalised dogma,
but its elusive religiosity is very difficult for outsiders to comprehend. The
problem of the lack of ‘worship’ and ‘tenets’ so fundamental to religions of
the Book, was compounded by the Yezidis’ inability to expound their
doctrines in ways comprehensible to educated outsiders. Such Yezidi
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traditions as became known outside the community often took the form of
religious myth or lyric, and were certainly not couched in the forms familiar
to scriptural scholars. Westerners of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries tended to dismiss these as inadequate religious texts, because they
were attempting to read and understand them as if they were attempts at
scholarly theology. Little sensitivity to the conventions of the genres in
which these texts were composed was shown.! The myth of Adam, Eve
and the Child of the Jar, for instance, was described as ‘patchy and
puerile’;?0 the English missionary Badger quotes an Arabic Hymn of Sheykh
Adi which he calls largely ‘confused and unintelligible’ (1852: 115). Little
attention was paid to the ways in which the Yezidis understood, interpreted
and used these traditions.

The perceived ‘gap’ or ‘lack’ in the Yezidi religion had its consequences
for the way outsiders, both local and Western, perceived and presented the
Yezidis themselves. Yezidis were assumed by many Westerners to be either
mentally or spiritually deficient. The eminent Kurdologist Roger Lescot
diagnosed ‘an unbelievable slowness of mind’ (1938: 6-7, tr. Kreyenbroek
(1995: 17)). Badger described them as ‘heathen’ (1852: 134). There was a
common assumption that they must be hiding some Secret, either of an
esoteric kind, as in Layard’s romantic idea that they could be worshippers
of Semiramis (1849: 271), or of a sordid kind. Badger attested that ‘great
lewdness is said to prevail within their own community’ (1852: 132-3).
Such remarks are often a reflection of local prejudices about the Yezidis, but
they have in turn influenced modern local discourses. Because of the
dynamics of Orientalism, the writings of Western scholars, diplomats and
travellers of the past two centuries have had a disproportionate influence on
discourses of identity in the Middle East, providing both minorities and
governments with some of their most powerful images. For instance,
Christians of the Church of the East claim Assyrian origin, drawing
inspiration for their nationalism from the spectacular products of Layard’s
excavations. The status of Nineveh and Babylon in Iraqi national discourses
is enormous. The exotic past descriptions of Yezidis, by early writers and
then by Orientalists, have ensured them a special status.

The Position of the Yezidis in Kurdish Society

Despite their sufferings, the Yezidis in Ottoman times were not always a
powerless minority, forced to endure the depradations of Muslim aghas
without any chance of retaliation. They had various links with Muslim
tribes and, long after the time of Evliya Celebi, eighteenth, nineteenth and
early twentieth century accounts attest to their reputation as fighters and
robbers, particularly in the Jebel Sinjar, where the Ottoman authorities tried
on several occasions to curb their interference with traffic by punitive raids
(Guest 1993: 86-140). From the British mandate onwards, the Jebel Sinjar
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formed a base for several uprisings until the population was brought under
control by the Ba‘ath government. After the establishment of the states of
Turkey, Iraq and Syria, the location of Yezidi territory provided them with a
lucrative business in cross-border smuggling. This was still an important
activity after the creation of the ‘safe haven’, and was carried out over
internal Iraqi borders as well as the international frontiers; petrol, kerosene,
and other goods in short supply due to an Iraqi government embargo, came
into the northern part of the Kurdish zone by two major routes (among
others): by boat across the Saddam lake to Khanek and thence Dihok, and
by tractor along the dirt tracks from Ba‘dré.

There is no doubt that during my own fieldwork, prejudice against
Yezidis still existed in both Muslim and Christian communities in Badinan.
Neighbours of the Yezidis in Badinan held various beliefs about them; in
fact there was a rather distasteful discourse of mutual insults between
Muslim, Christian and Yezidi communities. One of these, firmly held by
many Christians and Muslims, was that the Yezidis never washed, because
their religion forbade it. Not surprisingly, I saw evidence to the contrary
innumerable times, but non-Yezidis refused to be swayed by what I had
seen, on the grounds that they knew the Yezidis better, having been their
neighbours for so long. The Yezidi viewpoint was (predictably) that the
Muslims must be dirty people if they needed to be told to wash by their
religion; it was clear that they also considered Muslims literally as well as
ritually unclean. Non-Yezidis’ belief that Yezidis ate dirt can perhaps be
accounted for by the Yezidi view that the earth of a shrine is sacred. (Earth
in general is an element to be respected). Balls of dust from the shrine of
Sheykh Adi are kept as holy objects and sometimes kissed, and holy earth is
sometimes crumbled into water or food as medicine. However, the
Christians of the area also use the earth of saints’ tombs for such purposes,
though this did not seem to find its way into the arguments. Rumours that
the Yezidis indulged in mass orgies during their religious festivals still
circulate. It is probable that this belief grew out of local disapproval of the
fact that men and women mixed relatively freely, talking and dancing
together at religious festivals.2! Such beliefs are held elsewhere about other
minorities, such as the Alevis, who also have mixed assemblies, and merit
attention not for their own sake but rather for the underlying attitudes and
tensions that they reveal. The popular fallacies that Yezidis have no form of
prayer and that they worship the devil were also still believed.??

However, the Kurdish government was making every effort to
incorporate them into the community. There was a political point at stake
over the Yezidis’ identity — official Ba‘ath orthodoxy, partly prompted by
Yezidi involvement in the Kurdish uprising of the 1970s, declared them to
be Arabs. Both major Kurdish parties, KDP and PUK, could boast famous
Yezidi martyrs, and in 1992 they and the smaller political parties had a
number of Yezidi cadres active within their ranks. The electoral power of
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the substantial Yezidi community, the economic power of certain of its
members, and the strategic location of its settlements on both sides of the
Kurdish-Iraqi front line, along with the need to avoid discord between
communities in the Kurdish-held zone, prompted the Kurdish government
to make public gestures emphasising their acceptance into the wider
community. Their religion, privately ridiculed by members of other groups,
was publicly given respect by politicians. Newspapers and television issued
congratulations to Yezidis on their festival days, Party officials attended
Yezidi celebrations, and in summer 1992 KDP leader Mes‘d Barzani paid
an official visit to the acting Yezidi Mir, a KDP member of Parliament, at
Lalésh. The Yezidis were also useful to the Kurdish government in their
construction of the nationalist myth — as their religion appeared to contain
pre-Islamic Iranian elements, it was promoted as the authentic Kurdish
religion, and both Mes‘@d Barzani and PUK leader Jalal Talabani declared
the Yezidis to be ‘the original Kurds’.23 Naturally there could be no
proselytising of the Yezidi faith; it was highly unlikely that any Kurdish
Muslim would wish to join a community which had still not altogether
shaken off its pariah status, and in any case the Yezidis’ own religious laws
would not permit it. The Kurdish government, which took a secular stance,
was simply using the Yezidis to enhance a Kurdish ancient history which
owed nothing to the Arabs, and which formed an important part of the
Kurdish identity which the Kurdish government was promoting (see below).
Generally the Yezidis were portrayed by their neighbours as picturesque
(wearing traditional clothes and speaking ‘pure’ Kurdish) but backward,
part of the region’s folklore. Many Muslims in the area were well aware
that their family or tribe had previously been Yezidi, and some seemed to
take a pride in this, though one in particular expressed relief that his family
was now Muslim. The Yezidis’ association with old religions gave them a
symbolic importance but at the same time confined them to the realms of
ancient history. This dismissal of a people as quaint, unchanging and left
behind by modernity is very similar to the attitudes of some of the most
notorious ‘Orientalists.” The Yezidis’ status as a piece of Iraqi folklore, and
the fact that they were internationally known, may have helped their
overall survival in Iraq, but it also belittled them by stereotyping them.

YEZIDI DISCOURSES OF IDENTITY

The term ‘discourse’ is used here in the sense of ‘all kinds of active verbal
communication’, in other words, what has been written and said about the
Yezidis’ identity. The issue is complex; attempts by non-Yezidis to label
them, and attempts by the Yezidis themselves to claim specific ethnic and
religious identities, can usually be linked with contemporary political
factors. They have been described as Kurdish from a very early date; in the
fourteenth century seven of the most important Kurdish tribes were Yezidi,
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and Yezidism was the religion of the Kurdish principality of Jezire (Fuccaro
1999: 10). In the seventeenth century, Evliya Celebi describes the soldiers of
Abdal Khan Bitlisi as ‘Yezidi Kurds’ (Dankoff 1990: 174). As far as
language is concerned, it is worth noting that the great majority speak
Kurmanji as their mother tongue, and have done for centuries (Millingen
1870: 274). However, in the twelfth century their religion was profoundly
influenced and reformed by an Arab Sufi, Sheykh ‘Adi b. Musifir,?* and
certain influential sheykhly clans trace their descent back to him and his
followers; moreover, the inhabitants of Bashika and Behzan, the two
villages in Sheykhan which are the home of many gewwals or religious
chanters, are native Arabic speakers. The dialect of Kurmanji spoken by the
Yezidis in the large collectives near Dihok differs from that of the town;
Dihok’s distinctive 7 where other Kurmanji subdialects have 7 (as in the verb
sit kirin ‘to get married’ (for women), which becomes s7 kirin in Dihok) is
not found in the Yezidi communities. According to Dihok townspeople,
these local Yezidis use fewer borrowings from Arabic than Dihokis, though
this may simply reflect a general lack of formal education, since Badinani
Kurmanji borrows most of its technical and elevated vocabulary from
Arabic. In my own experience, educated Yezidis did not seem to use less
Arabic vocabulary than educated Muslims. There are also distinctive
“Yezidi’ turns of phrase, some of which are used in connection with the
taboo on pronouncing the word Sheytan ‘Satan’ or words sounding like it
(Kreyenbroek 1995: 149-50). For instance, Yezidis prefer to use the verb
karin ‘to be able’ rather than gsfyan which is more normal locally.

With regard to material culture, there are many similarities between food
eaten, crops grown, farming techniques and other items of everyday life in
Yezidi and Muslim Kurdish villages. This hardly proves a common ethnic
identity, however, since similar observations have been made of the Jews
and Christians of Kurdistan, few of whom would claim Kurdish identity
(Feitelson 1959). Yezidi costume is often distinctive. When the ‘safe haven’
had been created there was a resurgence in the wearing of Kurdish
traditional costume (O’Shea 1996); Yezidi men often wore traditional
Kurdish sal 4 sepik, a baggy trousers and jacket, with a broad and often
brightly-coloured sash, but their patterned turbans were always red, never
black. The undershirt was white, with a rounded neck for religious reasons
(Kreyenbroek 1995: 66). Some men from Sheykhan, particularly the
gewwals and some members of sheykhly families, wore more obviously
‘Arab’ costume, with a long robe and the headdress worn loose, not tied
around the head as in Kurdish dress. Some older Yezidis followed the law
which forbids the shaving or cutting of the moustache. Younger women
usually wore long, full skirts, tops and headscarves — a costume adopted
within the last generation, according to informants, in contrast with
Kurdish Muslim women who wore either Western-style tailored skirts (in
the towns) or full-length Kurdish dresses, usually with trousers. Older
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women often wore long white dresses and undertrousers with a patterned
plaid draped over, a broad sash in which, like the men, they stored small but
useful items, and a turban. Sinjari dress differed from these Sheykhani
norms, but was rarely seen.?’ '

Yezidi identity politics are closely tied to their discourses of origin. A
perceived past identity is a key part of present identity, and by claiming
descent from powerful groups of the past one can increase one’s present
power. Throughout the Near and Middle East the claiming of specific origins
has been practised for many centuries, for various purposes such as
legitimising political power (by claiming descent from past kings, for
example) or conferring religious status (as with descendants of the Prophet,
or of venerated sheykhs in Islam). The Yezidis’ accounts of their origins have
incorporated the work of outsiders as they developed. Even early witnesses,
such as Sheref Khan Bitlisi, showed an interest in Yezidi origins; Bitlisi
suggested Manichaeism (Charmoy 1868: 69-70). This fascination grew with
the work of Layard, Badger and their scholarly successors; Layard opted for
a Sabian or Chaldaean origin in Southern Iraq, and Badger for a form of
dualism associated with Zoroastrianism. Later writers developed these
themes, and posited ancient pre-Sabian, non-Indo-European religions,
Tammuz-worship, and others (Kreyenbroek 1995: 4-5).

The Yezidis® social and religious institutions are of course founded on
genealogy, but the crucial time for them was the foundation of their sect by
the holy man Sheykh Adi, as their leading families claim descent from his
companions. Their traditions which recounted earlier periods and their
myths of the early stages of the world do not dwell on ethnicity, with the
possible exception of the traditions telling that the Yezidis were the children
of Adam alone and not of Eve, and thus separate from the rest of humanity.
With the development of modern concepts of nationalism and racial
identity in the 19th and 20th century the question of the Yezidis’ ethnic
origins was ripe for exploitation by those within and without the
community. A witness during the last years of the Ottoman empire found
Yezidis who claimed to be descended from the ancient Assyrians ‘like the
Nestorians’ (Sykes 1915: 93). By this time, Ottoman government policies
had resulted in religion becoming a prime element in identity, and Yezidis
and Christians had both suffered persecution at the hands of Muslim Kurds
and Turks (Guest 1993: 96-7). The development of another interpretation
of Yezidi identity was set in motion in the mid-1880s, when the French
consul in Mosul, Siouffi, identified the Sheykh Adi remembered in Yezidi
oral tradition as the Sufi saint ‘Adi b. Musifir (Siouffi 1885; Frank 1911).
This identification of Sheykh Adi as a Sunni Muslim enabled the
formulation of views such as that of Guidi (1932a, b) and Lescot (1936,
1938) who saw a totally Islamic origin for the Yezidis. It was also useful in
the 1960s and 1970s to those Yezidis such as Bayezid Beg, cousin of the
present Mir, Tehsin Beg, who wished to emphasise points of similarity with
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Islam, and, since Sheykh Adi himself was of Ummayyad descent, claim an
Ummayyad identity. This view was also in line with Iragi government
promotion of Arab identity for the Yezidis.

An opposing discourse is associated with Kurdish nationalism, in the
diaspora and the homeland, since the 1970s, and claims descent from the
Medes for the Kurds. This eagerness to embrace an ancient Iranian cultural
heritage in part reflects a resistance to attempts, by pan-Turkists in
particular, to deny a separate Kurdish identity (Nezan 1980: 68-72.). The
Medes offer a non-Islamic origin distinguishing Kurds from Turks and
Arabs. The claim of descent from a people who were not only ancient, but
powerful enough to have an empire, may be seen as a claim for power in the
contemporary world.26 Exponents of these views tended to see Yezidism as
a form of Zoroastrianism. Perhaps the most dramatic example of such
exploration by a member of the community was To us Spoke Zarathustra,
by Prince Mu‘awiya, cousin of the present Mir (Chol 1983).27 This book,
which claimed that not only Yezidis but all Kurds were Zoroastrians,
certainly does not embody the views of the community as a whole but
reflects the terms of discourse current at the time. In Northern Iraq in 1992
the official view expressed by Barzani that the Yezidi religion was the
‘original’ Kurdish religion appeared to be shared by most Yezidis, in public,
at any rate.? Almost every Yezidi man I encountered, and many of the
women, volunteered the information that the Yezidis were ‘the original
Kurds’ on first acquaintance. The religion was often referred to as
‘Zoroastrianism’, not only because it was known that great Iranian empires
had been Zoroastrian, but also because there was not much knowledge of
ancient Iranian alternatives.?? However, few if any informants in the field
had a clear idea of the beliefs and practices of Zoroastrianism.

This interest in the ‘original’ religion brought with it a distinct ambiguity
about Sheykh Adi. Yezidi advocates of a non-Islamic origin see the pre-
Sheykh Adi period as purer — one prominent Yezidi even went so far as to
say ‘Sheykh Adi ruined our religion.” Some Yezidis described the sheykhly
caste (the highest caste) as an Arab imposition on the community by Sheykh
Adi. However, the differences between Yezidism and the religion of the
Iranian Zoroastrians and the Parsees were obvious to educated Yezidis, and
there was considerable debate on the subject. Concern with this issue
persists, and there has also been some resentment at being incorporated into
Kurdish nationalist discourses. Since the PKK declared the Yezidis to be
Zoroastrians, and since documentaries to this effect were broadcast on
MED-TV, many non-PKK supporters among the Iraqi Yezidis have been
unwilling to be classified in this way, and some are exploring other origins,
notably Sumerian.3 It should be emphasised that this outline applies to the
Yezidis of Iraq, both in the homeland and the diaspora; the politics of Yezidi
identity are very different in the Caucasus, where dominant discourses do
not consider them to be Kurds.
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The Yezidis have a complex relationship with their reputation. On the
one hand they are aware of their exotic image and exploit it, sometimes
telling outrageous lies to gullible foreigners; on the other hand, they resent
being viewed as primitive. Despite their pride in being Yezidi and their
avowed distaste for belonging to any other group, informants, particularly
young adults, showed a drive towards secularism, although the most
important factor differentiating Yezidis from other groups in society is their
religion. Many people professed contempt for the sometimes arcane
customs of their society, such as the compulsory growth of the moustache,
and prohibition of wearing the colour blue, or of eating lettuce. This urge
towards modernism was tempered by admiration of those, usually of the
older generation, who observed religious customs and lived a virtuous life.
The Sinjari Yezidis were particularly admired for this in the community;
they were felt to be the guardians of true Yezidi traditions. Most of the
noted singers of traditional Yezidi material come from the Sinjar.

Village and tribal identity remained strong in the community, even after
collectivisation policies had placed them in larger settlements. Whenever a
visit was made to a Yezidi collective, local people would point out the sites
of the former villages which had been demolished. This concern was general
throughout the zone; during 1992 an initiative to rebuild destroyed Kurdish
villages was a key policy of the Kurdish authorities. This feeling was
noticeable even when the village was not particularly ancient in absolute
terms; for example, communities such as the Yezidi Haweri tribe of
- Dérebtin and Khanek, who only migrated to Iraq from Turkey after the
First World War, still viewed the village lands of Iraq as their historical
tribal territory even when there was a communal memory of previous
territory. The territory which had been theirs in Turkey was seen as ancient.

The ancestral villages demolished during collectivisation still lived on in
the community’s interactions. Not only did people socialise extensively with
networks who had lived in their previous villages, but the shrines with their
distinctive spires called qub, which had belonged to the old villages and had
been destroyed, were rebuilt on new sites in collective villages, and
continued to play their part in the life of the community. During the spring,
Yezidis traditionally hold festivals called tizwaf. Despite its name, this festival
seems to have little in common with the Islamic ritual of circumambulation.
The inhabitants of a village would be joined by guests from other villages to
visit the gub of the village’s saint, give an offering to the guardian of the
shrine, eat a ritual meal, and dance to the music of drum and the zurne, a
type of shawm. In collectives, the inhabitants performed this ritual for
destroyed villages individually in Spring 1992. However, not all aspects of
village life survived. Some roles were made obsolete by the collective — one
village midwife, for instance, no longer needed because the larger
community of the collective had easier access to professional healthcare,
expressed regret for the loss of this role and her subsequent loss of status.
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YEZIDI HISTORICAL DISCOURSES

The next chapter will discuss the ways in which Yezidi constructs of history
are structured and transmitted, but since discourses of history are so closely
linked to discourses of identity, it is worth outlining some general features
of the Yezidi historical discourse. Given the complexities of the politics of
the region in which Yezidis live, and the variety of stances taken over the
years by prominent Yezidi individuals, one is justified in asking whether
“Yezidi history’ and indeed ‘Yezidi identity’ are coherent concepts in
Northern Iraq. Certainly the Yezidis have never constituted a totally united
political force; there have always been differences of opinion and
perspective among different tribes and clans in different locations.
However, despite their internal differences, the Yezidis have a strong sense
that they are separate from the other communities in the area, and
informants always showed an understanding of the term ‘history of the
Yezidis® as distinct from that of the Kurds. There was a strong consensus as
to which stories from history were important, and certain broad themes
were raised constantly by Yezidis from many different backgrounds. These
distinguished their discourse from that of the Muslim Kurds or of the
Aramaic-speaking Christians of the region. Three of the most important of
these areas of concern, as observed in the community, are: the past influence
of the Yezidis, their precarious status as a minority, and their attitude to
outside authorities.

Alongside the generally expressed view that the Yezidis were ‘the original
Kurds® went a feeling of disinheritance. Yezidis used to control much larger
areas of Kurdistan than they now do; this was still common knowledge.
Most of the Yezidi population of Turkey now lives in Germany because of
persecution in their homeland; contacts between them and the Iraqgi Yezidis
were frequent, and the diaspora Yezidis had funded the refurbishment of
the holy shrine at Lalésh. There were also, less frequently, contacts with
Yezidis from Transcaucasia. The following, which is not a formal historical
narrative but a piece of ordinary conversation, is typical of the type of
remarks made on first acquaintance. It was said by Mr P.; a middle-aged
murid in Shari‘e, who welcomed me into his house and told me something
about the area; I have retained the wording he used, to give an impression
of the terms in which these ideas are expressed:

As we know, this Kurdistan of ours used to be completely Yezidi.
Dihok of the Daseni [a Yezidi tribe], now they also call it Dasent
Dihok, that is ... Yezidi Dihok. Simél ... was the site of the fortresses
of the Yezidi Dina agha, the property of the agha and his court of
Dina people were at Simél. We know all this very well. But all that
stuff, those persecutions, came, and the religion of Mohammed
brought persecutions on us and plundered us and did this and that,
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they scattered us; people went to Sinjar, they went to Iran, they went
to Syria and ... that was a violation against us. Now the Kurds know
their origin is Yezidi.

Like their Muslim neighbours, the Yezidis felt the loss of their villages
during collectivisation keenly, but their overall perception was that they
had been losing settlements and territory not just during the rule of Saddam
but for hundreds of years.

Another element of this broad theme in Yezidi historical discourse was
the implication that the Yezidis had known for a long time a fundamental
truth about Kurdish origin which the Muslim Kurds had only just realised.
Mr. P. drew a contrast between what the Yezidis knew of Kurdistan being
Yezidi and what the Kurds now knew. Besides this knowledge there was an
implication that the Yezidis, in adhering to their caste system and strict
taboos, had retained a purity which other Kurds had lost by embracing
Islam.3! There was never any hint of suggestion from any member of the
community that if Muslim Kurds had once been Yezidis, then they might
return to the Yezidi community.

The Yezidis’ awareness of their vulnerability also influenced their tellings
of history. Kurdistan in 1992 was a place filled with tension and fear. After
generations of uprising and repression, a relative degree of self-determina-
tion had been bought at the price of considerable poverty and deprivation.
However, nobody knew when the Iraqi army might arrive and take control
again. All these tensions were felt by the Yezidis, some of whom had
participated in uprisings, whilst others had worked for the government.
However, in addition to the Iraqi government, with whom they had a
complex relationship, the Yezidis feared their Muslim neighbours.

Unprotected by the status of ‘people of the Book’ the Yezidis had had no
rights under Islamic law until 1849 (Guest 1993: 104). Thus for most of
their history they have been vulnerable to depredations and persecutions
with little or no right of redress. Some of the Yezidis I met expressed their

history as a series of ferman or persecutions against them.32 According to
Edmonds (1967: 59):

The situation of the Yazidis in an Islamic state differed fundamentally
from that of the Christians of the various denominations and of the
Jews, whose presence as religious minorities entitled to certain
privileges was recognised by law. They tended to be regarded ... as
apostates and were thus always exposed to the danger that persons in
authority, high or low ... might think it not only legitimate but even
meritorious to maltreat them.

In Khanek, Sheykh K. said that of seventy-three persecutions of Yezidis, one
had been carried out by Arabs and the rest by Kurds. The Kurdish
leadership was welcomed, but with caution; during the few visits I made to
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Yezidis with Kurdish Muslim companions, the Yezidis treated the Muslim
visitor politely but were much more forthcoming when Muslims were not
present. During 1992 there was a great deal of anxiety and fear in a suburb
of Dihok with a majority Yezidi population, as the town authorities had
decided to build a mosque there. The Yezidis found this both oppressive and
insulting.

Knowledge of the persecutions in the community seemed fairly detailed.
Almost all the older people questioned, and many of the younger ones,
could differentiate, for example, between the massacre of the Sheykhanis at
Mosul in 1932 and the campaigns of ‘Feriq Pasha’ in 1892-93, even though
many could not date them accurately (Guest 1993: 68-9, 134-40).
However, although accounts of the persecutions constitute a large and
pervasive element of the Yezidi historical discourse, the oral traditions often
reflect the complexity of relations between the communities. Many of the
lyrical songs performed by Yezidis extol the deeds of Muslim Kurds, and do
not omit the fact, which is sometimes glossed over by contemporary Yezidi
discourse, that there have been many occasions when Yezidis have fought
alongside Muslims against other Yezidis. One particularly striking example
is a song glorifying Silémané Misté (sometimes called Selimé Misté), an
outlaw who became famous for killing a Western missionary who lived in
Dihok during the 1950s.33 The song opens with a wish that God should
destroy the house of the missionary who was trying to harm Islam. This
sentiment, which seems rather bizarre in such a recent song performed by
Yezidi singers, is explained by the relationship of kerafer between the
Yezidis and Silémané Misté’s tribe, the Doski Kurds of Dihok. Such links
were not usually emphasised in Yezidi accounts to me of their relationship
with Muslims. Although the style of these lyrical songs is associated in
Badinan with Yezidis, some singers are Muslim, and the context of the
composition of many of them, particularly those of Ottoman times, was
mixed. The Milan, one of the larger Kurdish tribal confederations, included
some, Yezidi tribes, and its paramount chieftain at the end of the nineteenth
century, Ibrahim Pasha Milli, had at his court a Yezidi singer, Biroyé Sherqj,
who is now considered to be the source of most of the popular Sinjari songs.
My own collection contains a significant group of songs, mainly love songs,
which are performed by both Yezidi and Muslim singers; some of the
Muslim singers represented belong to tribes which include both Muslim
and Yezidi clans.

Resistance to outside authority is an important theme in the historical
discourse of the Yezidis and, more widely, of the Kurds. Much of the
discourse, including many of the historical traditions, refers to conflict
between Yezidis or Muslim Kurds and the central government. In most of
the historical traditions this was the Ottoman Empire, usually referred to as
Rim. Like many other Kurds, the Yezidis had a reputation for brigandage
and resistance to outside authority (Kreyenbroek 1995: 1-3). The
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government is usually portrayed in Kurdish oral tradition as a distant but
oppressive entity, whose reasoning is not easy to understand. In general
Yezidis, who were less educated than members of other communities, have
played little part in official Government structures, even at local level; the
notable exceptions such as Ezdi Mirza are few and far between. This
certainly remained true during the Mandatory period (Fuccaro 1999: 91-2)
and has been slow to change. The relationships of patronage which prevail
in Iraqi politics generally have not encouraged ordinary, non-élite citizens
to think of those in positions of power and influence as behaving in logical
ways; the accounts I heard of villagers’ petitions to senior figures (including
Saddam himself) presented an image of authority as capricious. It was clear
that people had been encouraged to perceive the government as
omnipotent, to become dependent on it and its favours.

An important aspect of the historical discourse, as presented to me
during interviews, is the way that Yezidi informants neutralised recent
history, omitting details of divisions within their community. It was only on
closer acquaintance that people began to discuss these divisions; one
important topic of conversation, for instance, was the often fraught
relationship between the Mir’s family and the other castes. Details of
rivalries and feuds between families were not volunteered. The issue of
former jash, ‘collaborators’, was particularly uncomfortable in the Kurdish
zone; everyone knew who had been ‘with’ the government, and said so, but
the implications of this were not discussed. Some former government
supporters had had links with Kurdish nationalists, and others had not;
their role had been varied (van Bruinessen 2000: 20-22). Even in private,
most Yezidis were loth to give accounts of what had happened amongst
themselves during the years preceding the Gulf War, though they were quite
ready to accuse both the government and their Muslim neighbours of
persecution. It was clear that a united front was being presented.

YEZIDI ORALITIES AND LITERACIES

The Yezidis have traditionally been not only illiterate but antiliterate.
Religious authorities condemned literacy for all but the members of the
Adani clan of sheykhs, who trace descent from the saint Sheykh Hesen, and
who seem to be more closely associated with the Islamic elements of the
religion. Some analysts ascribe this prohibition to a simple desire to control
the population. Although it undoubtedly served as one mechanism of
control, as did the interplay between the written and the oral in the
transmission of Islam (Nasr 1995), other factors must also have been at
work. In latter centuries in particular, a lack of books would have helped
preserve the secrecy of the religion from outsiders. An oral tradition of
revelation can be regulated by strict control of the occasions on which
traditions are divulged, and the people who give and receive them. If we are
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to accept Kreyenbroek’s analysis of the evolution of Yezidism as ancient
Iranian beliefs and practices profoundly influenced by contact with an
Islamic Sufi order (1995: 27-68) — and this hypothesis best explains the
limited evidence available — then oral transmission of religious traditions
would have been the norm long before the time of Sheykh Adi, and the oral
medium may well have been considered the most appropriate vehicle for
religious tradition.

We know little about the date of the Yezidi taboo on literacy, or about
the circumstances under which it was made. Yezidi tradition has apparently
not preserved an account of it. In fact it is not at all clear that a particular
senior figure issued a formal declaration against literacy; it is quite likely
that Yezidis were generally illiterate and that since this was customary it
gained religious sanction as part of Yezidi life. It is also unclear whether the
taboo is against literacy or merely against formal education. The current
discourse, as with many other aspects of Yezidi life, uses the literacy taboo
as a way of differentiating Yezidis from Muslims. One Yezidi folklorist34
suggests that it is in these terms that the taboo should be understood; the
Yezidis were reluctant to attend school with Muslims, study their texts, and
run the risk both of conversion and of hearing profanities from them. Even
the Adani sheykhs, for whom literacy was permitted, did not learn at
school, but at home. It is likely that lack of formal education was the norm
and that perceived threats from Islam politicised this norm into a religious
regulation.

Despite the lack of formal education, Yezidis have made use of written
materials in the past; their literacy, like other aspects of their lives, has
evolved over the years to meet the needs of the communities. The story of
the ‘Sacred Books’ of the Yezidis is a case in point. During the nineteenth
century many individuals in the Middle East made substantial amounts of
money from selling both genuine and fake manuscripts to Westerners.
Rumours of Yezidi ‘sacred books’ abounded, and in 1913 the “Yezidi sacred
books’, Meshefa Resh (the ‘Black Book) and Kitéba Jilwe (the ‘Book of
Revelation’) were published, having been purchased by a Christian priest
from a Yezidi convert who claimed to have copied them in secret (Anastase
Marie 1911; Guest 1993: 146-63). The authenticity of these has been
rightly disputed; indeed the Kurdish in which they are written is not
credible Kurmanji at all. Nevertheless their contents strongly resemble oral
traditions still circulating in the community (Kreyenbroek 1995: 10-16). It
is unlikely that they have entered the community from the published books,
and very few Yezidis seem to be aware of the contents of these literary
publications, so the origins of the ‘sacred books’ may well be authentic,
though they themselves are almost certainly forgeries. It is probable that, by
the end of the nineteenth century, some Yezidis felt a need for a ‘sacred
book’ to be identifiable to outsiders, if only to enhance the status of their
faith vis a vis the scriptural religions.3’
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Within the community, the disapproving view of formal education
prevailed until the 1950s at least, but the literacy sanctioned by religious
rules enjoyed considerable prestige. Use has been made of ‘Sacred Books’ at
least over the last century or so, known by the same names as the published
versions, but it seems unlikely that the contents were the same. Various
Adani sheykhs kept copies of a holy book, called the Jilwe, which they used
to diagnose sickness and injury, and to prepare healing prayers and amulets
for those who visited them. Of course these copies may not all have been
uniform, but some at least contained lists of prophets, from the earliest,
such as Adam, Abraham and Noah, and then lists of words, with definitions
and explanations following each. A troubled person would go to the
sheykh’s house, ask the sheykh to open the book, and would point to a
word, which the sheykh would then read, explain what the problem was,
and prescribe a remedy.3¢ Other observers have heard references to a book
whose contents were unknown and rarely if ever consulted; indeed, in the
1960s, Professor Joyce Blau was shown a blank exercise book and told it
was the Meshefa Resh, and was given an oral recitation bearing the same
name, which is very different from the published version (Kreyenbroek
1995: 14). The two titles seem to be associated with the process of writing
down of oral traditions rather than with fixed texts. They apparently
carried prestige in the community, but if their use was confined to certain
families then the majority of Yezidis cannot have had easy local access to
them. The existence of the book seems to have been more important than
universal experience of it. In 1990 a religious elder claimed, in a video
aimed at the Yezidi community, that the Yezidis had once had many books,
but these had been destroyed in persecutions, though the knowledge within
them still existed (Guest 1990: 226).37

It is tempting to speculate about the literacy prevailing among the
formally uneducated Adani sheykhs of the period before mass education.
Would many of them be able to read material other than their sacred
books? Were the contents of their books traditions which they already knew
well and recognised by such elements as layout on the pages, or were they
also able to read unfamiliar material fluently? There must have been
differences in the skills and training of different individuals, and there may
well have been differences in the way they interpreted the material and used
1t.

In recent years the Yezidis’ need for core written texts, available not just
to a tiny minority but more generally, has grown as their own community
has changed. Several religious statements have emanated from the
community itself. The 1872 Petition, despite one scholar’s declaration of
it as ‘the locus classicus on the subject of the Yezidi religion® (Driver 1922:
210), does not expound religion but states rules and taboos precluding
military service. However, the 1908 statement sent out by Isma‘il Beg Chol
to Transcaucasian Yezidis, which is mostly concerned with social rules,
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begins with three statements of belief. This member of the Sheykhani Mir’s
family attempted to assert his own authority by building a power-base in
Sinjar; the document should be seen in this context. Its first precepts, as
given below (Dirr 1917-18; Furlani 1930: 109, tr. Kreyenbroek (1995: 8)),
clearly show influence of contact with ‘people of the book’ in the way
Yezidism is framed:

i) We believe in one God, the Creator of Heaven, Earth, and of all that is
alive.

ii) Our Prophet is Ezid.

iii) The Yezidis have no scripture; God’s Word is handed down from father
to son.

By the 1970s the first generation of literate, University-educated Yezidis in
Northern Iraq had reached maturity. It was at this point that they felt the
need to consolidate their ‘scripture’. Siléman and Jind’s ground-breaking
collection and publication of the gewls (1979) provoked controversy
among some older traditionalists but was motivated by a desire, not to
harm Yezidi tradition, but to preserve it. At about the same time, Ordikhan
and Jelilé Jelil were collecting and publishing gewls along with other
‘folklore’ in the Soviet Republics; Jelil 1978 contains several. Since then
various Yezidi folklorists have published articles, mainly in Kurdish and
Arabic, and Yezidis have been among the membership of literary societies in
Iraq. The diaspora community produces several periodicals, including
Dengé Ezidiya ‘Voice of the Yezidis’, Lalésh, and Roj, ‘Sun’ or ‘Day’.
With the drive to make religious traditions available to a Yezidi reading
public has come a need to interpret them. In the diaspora, where children
are being brought up in the European education system, far from the values
of the homeland, the situation is particularly urgent; Yezidis have needed to
‘understand’ their religion in a more cerebral way, and formulate that
understanding in ways that had not been necessary before. Orthopraxy,
with its food and clothing taboos, and the rigid rules on marriage partners,
was not enough for them, and young people expressed frustration at the
lack of teaching of their religion in terms they could understand. The ‘six
points’ given to Yezidis by Mir Tehsin Beg at a conference in Oldenburg in
early 1997 (as reported in Dengé Ezidiya), are very revealing of Yezidi
concerns, and of Sheykhani agendas in continuing control of the global
community. His first two points focus on social problems; he enjoins Yezidis
not to marry their sons and daughters to partners they do not love and
forbids the taking of bride-price. His third point turns to religion: T know
that you want to get to know?3® the foundations of your religion. For this to
happen, we must all support our students, intellectuals and researchers.” He
then stresses the importance of the collection, transcription and publication
of the gewls, and promises that he will work on this as a priority. The
fourth and fifth points stress the need to respect the Yezidi religious officials
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and castes, and to teach Yezidi children their language and their religion.
The final point is aimed at the wider Kurdish community, declaring that the
Yezidis as a group are not aligned with any political party and are in general
well-disposed to all, but will repay hostility in kind.

Thus Yezidism, because of exposure to the intellectual systems of
outsiders, is moving from a religion of orthopraxy to one of orthodoxy.
This will change Yezidi religiosity fundamentally, but the change will not be
a betrayal of its past. The religion has always evolved to suit its
environment, and its belief system is extremely flexible, incorporating
whatever ideas or practices it needs. The Yezidi elders and intellectuals who
are currently redefining Yezidism are predominantly Sheykhani. There are
good historical reasons for this — control of the leading shrine, control of
much of the revenues, and control of the gewwals. However, there is some
resentment in the diaspora community of the prominent role being played
by the Iragi Yezidis, many of whom are recent arrivals in Europe. If their
agendas for change are to be followed and the community is to retain its
cohesion, they will need to be sensitive to these tensions.

The Position of Secular Oral Traditions in Yezidi Society

In Northern Iraq, the vast majority of young male adults, and a growing
proportion of female adults, are now educated, with different desires and
aspirations from those of their parents and grandparents. Among the older
generation, education is still seen as dangerous, particularly for girls, as it
involves mixing with the corrupting influences of non-Yezidis, especially
Muslims. One typical example of such attitudes was Sheykh K. a Haweri
living in Khanek, who justified his refusal to send his daughters to school on
these grounds, though his sons were educated, and one ran a business in
Baghdad. The educated members of the younger generation whom I met
were eager to emancipate their people further by increasing the presently
small number of Yezidi engineers, doctors, lawyers and teachers. Women
felt this particularly strongly, as the number of Yeudx women educated to
university level remained very low.

The younger, literate generation of Yezidis, like most Kurds, has been
educated in schools controlled by the central government and thus receives
two separate bodies of tradition regarding its own history, namely, the
‘official’ version emanating from the government, and the predominantly
oral version heard from their elders in the community. In Ba‘athist Iraq a
strong Arab nationalist element was present in the education system which
must have been at odds with local accounts of uprisings. Even after the
creation of the ‘safe haven’, the Kurdish authorities, unwilling to lose all
government recognition of schools, were approaching educational reform
with care; in Sinjar and Sheykhan government control of schools had never
been lost. It would be over-simplistic to say that ‘official’, State-endorsed
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versions of history are written, and stand in clear opposition to an oral
“Yezidi’ history. Some of the ‘official’ discourse must have been oral; over
the past few decades, the central government would have used all forms of
communication possible to control unruly groups. In any case, written
propaganda would not reach much of the Yezidi population directly.
Nevertheless, it remains true that the vast majority of Yezidi accounts of
historical events remain oral rather than written.

Younger Yezidis I met in 1992 professed belief in their parents’ historical
traditions rather than those of the government. Although many young
adults educated as far as the end of secondary school professed contempt
for Yezidi laws which they considered absurd because they could see no
reason for them, there was no indication that they applied the techniques of
logical analysis learned at school to the historical songs and stories.
Similarly, many professed a lack of belief in God and in Melek Tawus, but
none questioned the veracity of the Yezidi presentations of history.

Traditional songs were felt to be part of the Yezidis’ true heritage and
wisdom, and were respected as such. Love songs in particular, many of
which featured historical protagonists, enjoyed great popularity, as in
Kurdistan generally, and the cassettes of celebrations and concerts contain
numerous audience requests for them. Most of all, the historical tales of
Yezidi heroes seemed to inspire great pride — Derwéshé ‘Evdi, the star-
crossed lover who was also a great warrior of Ottoman times, was
particularly favoured, and amongst Sinjari informants, the songs glorifying
Dawiidé Dawfid, a Sinjari Yezidi leader of rebellions in the early twentieth
century, aroused strong emotions of pride and patriotism. These specific
traditions will be considered in later chapters. The continuing power of the
oral traditions in the community could be illustrated by one incident — an
illiterate octogenarian in Shari‘e, Mr. H., refused to finish telling the story
of Ezdi Mirza in which the hero, a Yezidi, took gruesome revenge on
Muslims who had wronged him, for fear that Muslims would hear the
story, and there would be reprisals against his community. Given that Ezdi
Mirza was appointed governor of Mosul and awarded the rank of Pasha in
1649, it seemed unlikely that this alone would be sufficient motivation for
Kurdish Muslims to attack Yezidis in 1992. This served as a rather poignant
reminder of the faith of older Yezidis in the veracity of their traditions, and
their constant fear of further persecution.

The younger, more educated generation took a slightly different attitude.
The affection they felt for the old customs, such as the gatherings at Lalésh,
was evident, as was their enjoyment of traditional songs and dances. Several
of the stranbéj, ‘singers’, represented in my collection were educated men in
their twenties and thirties. Mostly their songs were learned in the
traditional way, by listening and repetition, but for them literacy played a
part too. One young singer had learned some of his material from a
published collection made by Soviet scholars from recordings of Yezidis in
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Armenia (Jelil 1977). However, there is an ambiguity among the young
about oral tradition, which parallels the ambivalence operating in the wider
Kurdish context. The oral traditions, as part of folklore, are very strongly
associated with the community’s history and thus with Yezidi identity. At
the same time they are considered old-fashioned and not progressive.

Fewer of the younger generation learn old songs and stories at their
parents’ or grandparents’ knee, and many claim to have no knowledge at all
of their folklor. This is partly due to a reduction in performances of many
types of oral tradition. The environment of the small village, and with it
many occasions for performance, has been lost in collectivisation. Every
informant questioned in Khanek, Shari‘e and Ba‘dré expressed regret for his
or her previous life in the small villages, even though many, women in
particular, spent some time describing the volume of their work there. The
middle-aged and elderly found it difficult to sing the work-songs and tell the
stories of their youth. This was partly ascribed to the effect of television —
‘we don’t tell stories any more, we only watch television’, a comment made
by Mrs. S., an elderly murid, was typical — but also to the effect of
collectivisation and other misfortunes, such as the Iran-Iraq war. The strict
Government controls on communities in Kurdistan in general since the
1960s was also highlighted by Mr. B., a Sinjari singer, as limiting the
opportunities for large gatherings in which performances could take place.
In 1992, the troubled times meant that much conversation naturally
revolved around current events and immediate concerns. Some informants
also articulated the idea that dancing, singing (with the exception of
laments) and telling stories except on special occasions, were inappropriate
in such times. However, performances of certain types of oral tradition did
take place on some occasions.

Despite their growing rates of literacy and formal education, which are
changing the very nature of their religion, the Yezidis value their traditional
historical discourse in general very highly. Nevertheless, certain parts of
that discourse are felt to be less prestigious and less ‘historical’; to elucidate
this complex picture, the next chapter will examine the part played in the
community by certain important genres, and the complex relationship
between these genres and Yezidi constructs of history.
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CHAPTER THREE

Chronological and Generic
Frameworks in Yezidi Oral
Tradition

INTRODUCTION

It is now clear that many Yezidi religious traditions were misinterpreted by
the early Orientalists who approached them as if they were examples of
scriptural religious traditions, and did not take into account their uses in the
Yezidi community. The shortcomings of such approaches are obvious with
hindsight. However, there may be similar pitfalls in the study of the secular
traditions, and the role in the community of their various tellings must be
understood before any interpretation of the treatment of important themes
is ventured upon. Many oral traditions fulfil the functions of both
‘literature’ and ‘history’ in the community, and any dividing line between
these uses may not be at all clear to an outsider, and difficult to enunciate
for a Yezidi. It is obvious that different groups conceptualise and tell their
past in different ways; moreover, the form in which a tradition is told, its
circumstances of performance and its status, are intimately related to the
mechanisms of its transmission, and thus to its very survival. Chronological
perspective varies considerably across cultures; for instance, in some
Middle Eastern groups, accounts of history are structured by family and
lineage; there are noticeable lacunae in these accounts, where universal
upheavals, which those educated in Western historical traditions might
expect to be commemorated, are omitted (e.g. Shryock 1997; Dakhlia
1990: 101-41).

The issue of genre is crucial and often complex; some, but by no means
all, traditions are told in various forms. The form used for each telling of a

‘tradition may have a strong bearing on its meaning for its audience, but the

performance of a tradition in one form may also draw on the audience’s
knowledge of that tradition as told in other forms. For audiences,
performances are linked both to other performances of the same form,
and to performances of the same tradition in different forms. In some
contexts there may be a close relationship between genre and chronology,

53



Chronological and Generic Frameworks in Yezidi Oral Tradition

with certain genres closely associated with certain periods or temporal

frameworks. It has been argued persuasively that we cannot be sure which
genres are more ‘historical’, until we have a good understanding of their
purpose and uses in their social context (Fentress and Wickham 1992: 80).
Thus a degree of understanding of both chronological and generic
frameworks operating in the Yezidi context is essential before discussing
powerful themes and their treatment within the traditions. This chapter will
give an account of the ways in which the Yezidis order the events described
in their oral traditions, and of some of the principal genres used.
Performance in general of the genres will be discussed, but the artistry
and poetics of individual performances will be described in later chapters,
which will focus on the treatment of key themes in specific oral traditions.

YEZIDI CHRONOLOGY

It is legitimate to ask whether such a thing as a coherent “Yezidi chronology’
exists at all. During my fieldwork, it was certainly not easy to discuss
hypothetical chronological ‘systems’ with informants, for whom such
conceptual frameworks, whether systematic or not, were so self-evident as
to be pretty much imperceptible in the abstract. One could ask when certain
individuals lived, or whether one particular event had happened before
another, but it was not easy to frame questions about generalities such as
epochs. Answers to questions about the chronology of specific traditions
also varied a great deal. The events of Derwéshé ‘Evdi, for example, were
dated to the mid-nineteenth century by a University-educated Yezidi
folklorist and to the seventeenth century by the elderly Mr H., in Shari‘e; it
was clear that not all Yezidis shared the same chronological perspective.
Nevertheless, from comparison of the answers to many questions about a
variety of traditions, a picture did emerge of relatively consistent patterns of
opinion as to when events of different types happened, and how they
related to each other. There was no neat chronological system to be
observed; indeed, in many cases there seemed to be two or more
chronological ‘systems’ operating in people’s conceptualisation of the past.
The Yezidi view of the passing of time has some rather special features,
apparently not shared by other groups in the area.

‘Ages’ and Epochs in Yezidi History

Many societies divide their history into periods of time. If these are called
‘ages’ they are often characterised by a descriptive term; thus people may
speak of a ‘heroic age’ or a ‘golden age’, as in Hesiod’s Works and Days.
The duration of an ‘age’ is not fixed; it may last for hundreds or thousands
of years. It is a qualitative rather than a quantitative concept. The word
‘epoch’ as used in the study of oral history often implies a fixed period of

54




Chronological and Generic Frameworks in Yezidi Oral Tradition

time; this is relevant for societies which keep long lists of kings, or of those
who have passed through certain key stages, such as initiations. Many such
societies have been studied in Africa (e.g. Vansina 1985: 24), but such fixed
anits of duration cannot be used for Yezidi lists of ancestors, which are
qualitatively different, as will be described below.

It seems that the concept of successive ages is part of the traditional
Yezidi cosmology. It is certainly used in the published ‘Sacred Books’ which,
though forgeries, seem to have their origins in authentic oral tradition. The
Meshefa Resh or ‘Black Book’, an account of the Yezidi creation myth,
divides its story into periods of time; God made different angels on different
days and created a Pearl out of his divine essence, on which he rested for
forty thousand years; later the text states that he ruled over the Pearl for
forty years. The Kitéba Jilwe or ‘Book of Revelation’, which purports to be
the words of Melek Tawus, speaks of his appointment of a Regent for every
age (Guest 1993: 208-12; Kreyenbroek 1995: 55-6). Kreyenbroek notes
elements of a cyclical view of history in Yezidism (ibid.: 52), citing earlier
sources who say that, according to the Yezidis, there are seven divinities,
each of which rules the universe for ten thousand years, and that the current
epoch is that of Melek Tawus, who will be succeeded by another regent at
the end of his ten thousand years. Periods of one thousand years are also
mentioned in some sources {Nau and Tfinkdji 1915-17: 271-2; Empson
1928: 89). However, it is not at all clear how prevalent this concept of
successive ages of the world is in the modern community. Clearly, as
Kreyenbroek comments, the allusive style of the Yezidi gewls or hymns,
some of which refer to the cosmogony myths, indicates that knowledge of
the myths was assumed among listeners. Such knowledge may have been
present when the gewls first took shape, but detailed knowledge of the
gewls is now the province of a privileged few in the contemporary Yezidi
community and it is quite possible that knowledge of these myths has also
declined. Many of my own informants had heard of the Kitéba [ilwe and
the Meshefa Resh, but even the small minority who were literate are
unlikely to have had access either to the academic publications or to the
sacred books in the control of the Adani sheykhs. It was clear that few knew
anything about their contents and only one or two claimed to have seen
them.

Other generally agreed ‘ages’ were used to date modern and secular
events. For instance, the ‘time of the emirs’ was a somewhat nebulous
period which ended in the mid- to late nineteenth century, when the relative
autonomy of the various Kurdish emirs, whose powers had waxed and
waned for centuries, was finally curbed by the Ottoman state. The ‘time of
the British’ referred to the mandatory period and the years immediately
following, until Iraq became a republic.
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Religious History

Written sources tell that in the early years of the twelfth century, the
founder of the ‘Adawiyya Sufi order, Sheykh ‘Adi b. Musafir, came to live in
the Hakkari mountains. The branch of the order he established there found
an enthusiastic following among local people. The extent to which this
order was influenced by other beliefs prevalent in the area has been much
discussed but it is generally believed, by scholars and Yezidis alike, that
Yezidism developed from it. However it is almost certain that Yezidism as it
later became would not have been recognised or approved by Sheykh ‘Adi
(Lescot 1938: 19-44: Guest 1993: 15-43; Kreyenbroek 1995: 1-27).

Sheykh ‘Adf’s status as prime mover in Yezidi history is acknowledged in
the community. The Yezidis have traditionally believed that their social
structure has its origins in the personalities of his inner circle and that of his
immediate successors. Various institutions are explained in terms of his
actions or those of his associates or successors.! Contemporary (written)
sources indicate that Sheykh ‘Adi, who died childless, was succeeded by his
nephew, Sakhr Abt ’l-Barakit, whose son, also called ‘Adi, succeeded him.
The son and successor of the second ‘Adi, Sheykh Hasan, was executed in
1254CE,? and was probably succeeded by his son Sharaf al-Din, who died in
battle in 1257-8. Sharaf al-Din was succeeded not by his son Zayn al-Din but
by the brother of Sheykh Hasan, Fakhr al-Din. Most of these individuals are
important figures in Yezidi tradition, and are featured in a number of stories.

Yezidi traditions say that Sheykh Adi came to the valley of Lalésh3 and
describe his encounters with the sons of an Ezdina Mir, who were called
Sheykh Shems el-Din, Sheykh Fekhr el-Din and (by another wife) Sheykh
Sejadin and Sheykh Nasr el-Din, of whom little is known. The oral tradition
transformed a number of Sheykh Adi’s successors into his contemporaries,
and the figures are made to conform to a pattern suiting Yezidi religious
belief (Kreyenbroek 1995: 39).

The Yezidi religion includes not only a belief in reincarnation, but also a
belief that a divine being may be incarnated in human form, and the human
figure is worshipped as such. Thus for Yezidi believers Sheykh Adi and his
followers are, in a very real sense, the Seven Angels who preside over
creation; Sheykh Hesen who was executed in 1254 is also Hasan al-Basri,
the great seventh-century Sufi.4 There is a significant difference in the
chronological treatment of traditions about holy beings, or khas, and those
about ordinary human beings. When illiterate informants were questioned
during the fieldwork about secular events of history, they would usually
place it by saying ‘It happened before such-and-such’, citing a well-known
event such as the First World War. However, Yezidis do not usually locate a
specific incarnation of the khas in chronological terms; if talking about
Sheykh Hesen, for instance, they would not necessarily differentiate
between Hasan al-Basri and Hasan the successor of Sheykh Adi. Questions
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such as ‘Did this happen before that?’ or “When did X live?’ lose their
meaning when applied to these figures, who fit into a pattern which is
coherent in terms of Yezidi religious belief, but not in terms of linear
chronology. The belief in the khas has also assisted the eclecticism of Yezidi
religious belief. Yezidi traditions exist about many holy figures of
Christianity and Islam, some of whom are identified with khas, as are
certain historical figures.’

‘Gaps’ in History

A number of oral traditions exist about the advent and succession of Sheykh
Adi, which are believed to be true by many modern Yezidis. Many oral
traditions were also current during my fieldwork which dealt with events of
the last two centuries or so, beginning, for most informants, with the killing
of the Yezidi Mir ‘Eli Beg, near the gorge which still bears his name, by the
‘Blind’ (in fact one-eyed) Mir of Rawanduz, who tried in vain to force him
to convert to Islam, and the subsequent massacre of the fleeing Yezidis of
Sheykhan on the banks of the Tigris.¢ These events took place in 1832, and
seemed to be the earliest events of ‘modern history’, as it were, to be
generally known.

The situation for accounts of history in general was ‘telescoped’; there
was a large number of traditions current about the beginnings of Yezidism
and also about its recent past, with very little in between. The Yezidis do
not recount the past in annalistic terms as a continuous stream of events;
they tell and sing about specific events and individuals. The gap between the
community’s beginnings and its recent history is not total; isolated
traditions, such as that of Ezdi Mirza (d.1650 CE) have remained popular
enough to be remembered in song and prose narratives. It remains to be
seen whether the temporal gap will be perceived as disadvantageous by the
current educated generation, and whether attempts will be made to fill it.
Certainly the older illiterate generation do not perceive a ‘gap’; they do not
see the secular traditions as mostly clustered around the last two centuries
or so, but as extending back into the past as far back as ‘a thousand years’,
to use the terms of Mr B., a senior singer. There is not necessarily felt to be a
great temporal difference between an event which written sources date at
one hundred and fifty years ago and one which happened almost three
hundred and fifty years ago.” Whether informants during the fieldwork
perceived events as distant or immediate seemed to be as much a matter of
the nature of the traditions as of timing; the events of Ezdi Mirza are distant
in time, but as described in Chapter Two, Mr H. refused to finish the story
because he feared Muslim reprisals.  Chronology was irrelevant to his
perception of the story’s importance.

The chronology of events within living memory, on the other hand, was
of course much clearer. Informants usually placed remembered events in
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chronological context by giving their age at the time they took place, or by
generally known outside events, such as the creation of the Iragi republic,
or the accession to power of the Ba‘ath party. The illiterate informants
seldom used year numbering to date events they described. However, most
of the oral traditions described to me and cited as important dated from
before living memory, a somewhat ‘safer’ period to recall, whose feuds,
betrayals and persecutions were not such ‘live’ issues in the community as
those of the late twentieth century. I collected very few tellings of events of
the past two generations or so; these tended to refer to very localised
matters.

Family History

It is obvious that blood relationships and blood-lines play a key role in
Yezidi social organisation. From their parents Yezidis inherit not only a
tribe and a caste, but also a well-defined set of relationships with specific
families in other castes. These relationships between pir, sheykh and murid
bring with them accepted religious and social practices and obligations.? As
one would expect, accounts of family history serve this social order. Each of
the sheykhly families claim descent from one of three holy figures: the
Shemsanis from Sheykh Shems, the Adanis from Sheykh Hesen, and the
Qatanis from the brothers of Sheykh Adi.” Members of each of these groups
have specific tasks — some have unusual attributes, such as the ability of
Sheykh Mend’s descendants to handle snakes — and they must marry within
their group; they are perceived publicly to have an especially close
association with the venerated khas by their lineage, even if they are
privately regarded with ambivalence. There are also tensions and rivalries
between the groups. Members of the pir caste fall into four main branches,
each of which is also associated with a holy ancestor. As with the sheykhs,
the lineages and their sub-clans sometimes have special attributes and some
of the clans have complex rules on intermarriage. The claim of the sheykh
and pir classes to their religious authority, and thus to their social privilege,
rests on their lineage.

Although the Yezidis do not keep oral public ‘king-lists’ in the way that
some societies do, they do keep genealogies. Some families now write these
down in ‘family trees’ rather like the silsilas of the Sufi orders (one very
detailed example was shown to me by a murid family in Shari‘e),!0 but
most remain oral. Most of my informants could recite their ancestors’
names up to, say, three or five generations back, though they often claimed
to know ten or so, and where memory failed, an absent relative was usually
cited as ‘knowing these things better.” Typical genealogies contained
modern family history, where informants knew their own ancestry in detail
as far back as three generations or so, and often, further back, especially if
this could be traced to a well-known clan chief. This was usually secular,
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containing accounts of conflicts and alliances, births, deaths and
marriages, with no obviously mythic or supernatural elements. Those
living in collective villages knew the sites of their families’ former villages,
even where they were too young to remember these themselves; in many
cases they knew of previous moves by their tribe. This ‘secular’ modern
genealogy was combined with ‘religious’ genealogy, in that the relevant
khas or companion of Sheykh Adi was also cited as the defining religious
ancestor. Between the distant ancestors and their own parents and
grandparents, detailed genealogies were often not known, and there were
rarely if ever enough names in the list to extend as far back as Sheykh “Adi.
This supported Henige’s remark (1974: 27) on the subject of telescoped
genealogies:

Since the purpose of these genealogies is both to reflect and to justify
current social patterns based on kinship considerations, it serves no
purpose to preserve the memory of useless ancestors.

Some figures who had lived during the period between the distant ancestors
and the most recent generations were well known, mainly because they
were the subjects of widely-known songs and prose narratives. Informants
were particularly likely to know about these and mention them if they were
from the same tribe, or better still, if they were claimed as a direct ancestor;
conversely, they knew less about them if they were from a different tribe or
area.!!

‘History” and ‘Legend’

Although it is relatively easy for an outsider to distinguish between ‘secular’
modern history and ‘religious’ ancient history, with their different
chronological patterns, it seems very unlikely that the Yezidis would
consider this a valid distinction. Many elderly Yezidis have a literal belief in
both the supernatural and the religious myths. A typical example was Mr
N., an illiterate murid from Ba‘dré, who considered jinns to be a feature of
everyday life, and also described ‘the time of the prophets’ (i.e. Abraham,
Solomon, etc.) as a historical period. A middle-aged murid from Shari‘e, Mr
P., when asked about Ezdi Mirza, thought carefully and then said that he
had lived ‘before the second Qadisiyya’ (a mythical event difficult for
outsiders to date). The older Yezidis are, of course not devoid of a linear
view of time; they are perfectly able to understand and apply linear
chronology in their retelling of secular traditions of the more recent past
(i.e. the past hundred and fifty years or so), and have a clear idea of how
their community has interacted with non-Yezidis during this period. Yet
they can also use ‘sacred’ chronology to link events widely separated in
linear time. It is very unlikely that they would perceive any tension or
inconsistency between ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’ chronology, or any difference
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between their ordering of recent or ‘secular’ history and of the ancient,
‘legendary’, past.

It is undeniable that much of the traditional material of the pre-Sheykh
Adi period is unlikely to be considered factual by the literate younger
generation, some of whom also expressed scepticism to me about the deeds
of Sheykh Adi himself. Nevertheless; as described in Chapter Two, these
people, who had attended State schools and in some cases university as
well, still had greater faith in Yezidi discourses of modern history, including
the oral traditions dealing with battles and love-stories of the past two
centuries, than those of the State. Many Yezidis during the last generation
have had pragmatic reasons for supporting the Iraqi government rather
than the Kurdish nationalists, but it seems unlikely that a Yezidi child
growing up amid the collectivisations, repressions and propaganda of late
twentieth-century Iraq would reject the discourses of family and local
community on modern history and heartily espouse the State discourses
learned at school.

It is clear that what is ‘legendary’ for one person may be believed
wholeheartedly by another. Although the oral traditions which will be
considered in this book are considered by the Yezidis in general to be
‘historical’, that is, literally true, the ‘legendary’ material is also a relevant
part of the discourse on the past. One need not believe that something
actually happened for it to have some meaning, and the ‘legendary’
traditions will colour the view of history of those young Yezidis who do not
literally believe in them, affecting their responses to and perceptions of
other events.

GENRE

Definitions of genre in folklore and oral studies have very naturally varied
with the theoretical perspectives of the scholars concerned.!? For the
purposes of this study, which considers a specific cultural context and is not
a work of comparative folklore, such widespread classificatory terms as
‘myth’ and “folk-tale’ are of limited use in a theoretical framework without
a full understanding of the relationship between these terms and the terms
used within the community. If these terms are indeed universal phenomena,
their definitions are open to some discussion; I shall use them only in the
process of defining some of the Kurdish terms where their meaning is clear
enough to be helpful, and will try to avoid using them as categories in their
own right in analysis or discussion of the Yezidi material, where the
Kurdish terms will be used. Many features of the performance and
transmission of these genres are changing, but these changes reflect the
situation within the specific cultural environment of the Yezidi community,
and are not to be seen as universal processes or stages of development
common to all societies.
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In written literature, genre is often considered to be a matter of formal
structure, of ‘shape’, as it were; Greek tragedy is drama in iambic trimeter
with choral lyric, Virgilian epic is a narrative poem in hexameters. Naturally
there is a close and complex relationship between this outward form and the
content; the subject matter must be appropriate, and treated appropriately.
Yet the question of oral genre is more challenging, especially in the context of
a language such as Kurmanji which has not yet developed many of the better-
known literary forms, and whose oral forms are little studied.

I have found few literary theorists who explicitly address the oral among
the forms of human communication worthy of study. The work of M. M.
Bakhtin is a welcome exception. He defines ‘speech genres’ as follows
(1986: 60):

each separate utterance is individual ... but each sphere in which
language is used develops its own relatively stable types of these
utterances. These we may call speech genres.

Provided one places a strong stress on the word ‘relatively’ in this definition,
Bakhtin’s view, as expounded in this essay, does full justice to the fluidity of
spoken language forms, their ability to borrow from and allude to each
other, to change and develop, whilst still retaining certain dominant
associations in the minds of speakers and listeners. Moreover, his view of
the dialogic aspect of discourse, of its existence in the mind of the hearer
even when there is no reply to an utterance, is consistent with the issue of
the performance and its allusions to past and future performances. Various
folklorists have discussed the problem of genre; one may perhaps single out
the discussion of Ben-Amos (1976: Introduction); definitions of genre as a
‘form of discourse’ makes clear the role of context, of the role and status of
the genre within the community. In the following account of the major
genres I encountered, I have tried to give as full a description as possible of
the interplay between form, content, and performance — what Dundes has
termed texture, text and context (Dundes 1964).

Even where spoken genres are relatively informal and have not been
assigned names, performers and observers have clear, if sometimes
unconscious, ideas about their conventions. Speech communities are
sensitive to the differences between various oral forms of communication.
They have different expectations from a poetry recital, a folk concert, and a
stand-up comic routine. Members of audiences will also have a clear,
though probably not unanimous, idea of how well a performance worked
as an example of a particular form. The Yezidi community proved to be no
exception and comments on performances were often forthcoming, though
explanations of why certain performances were better than others were
often more difficult to interpret.

In the Kurdish context, as in many others, emic (local) and etic (outsider)
genres of oral tradition do not usually match. The difficulties of reconciling
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ethnic systems of defining oral tradition, where genre constitutes a mode of
discourse, with the analytical categories constructed by outsiders for the
purposes of classification, have long been discussed by scholars (e.g. Ben-
Amos 1976: 215-37, Finnegan 1992: 144). In Kurdish folklore study, an
additional complication for both outsiders and locals is the variety and
inconsistency of terminologies and classificatory systems found in different
areas, and different traditions of study. Even the most commonly found
Kurdish generic terms are rarely understood without ambiguity throughout
the entire Kurmanji-speaking area.

Classification purely by theme, in other words the grouping together of
material about a certain individual, place or series of events which takes no
account of genre, runs the risk of losing the meanings of individual
performances. For example, Derwéshé ‘Evdi is a popular story in the Yezidi
community which will be discussed in detail in Chapters Four and Five; I
have encountered a prose version, a narrative song, and several lyrical songs
consisting only of dialogue between protagonists. Each of these forms in
which the Derwéshé ‘Evdi theme was presented concentrated on a different
aspect of the story and was performed in different ways, on different
occasions, for different effects. A strictly thematic approach would not take
account of this multiplicity. Conversely, a purely phenomenological or
functional approach would lose the connection between these forms of the
tradition which are, after all, associated in the mind of the audience; often
the performances may derive some of their power from the audience’s
knowledge of other parts of the story, heard in other types of performance,
which are not included. A lyrical love song, for example, gains extra
poignancy if the audience knows that the story ends tragically, even if the
end of the story is not told.

Whilst some grasp of the forms of discourse and the way they are used is
crucial to our understanding of the traditions as a social product, the
material must also be studied thematically. This is not only necessary for the
construction of a coherent account of Yezidi attitudes, but will also enable
tellings of the same tradition which use different forms to be compared.
Thus, whilst genre, i.e. the ‘relatively stable’ forms of discourse used, will be
discussed, the examples quoted will be arranged thematically, by story. This
chapter will make some general observations on the most distinctive of the
relevant genres and their uses in the community; later chapters will
concentrate on the larger themes of battle, love and lamentation. This
arrangement admittedly has its shortcomings; of course many traditions do
not fall conveniently into larger categories. The Derwéshé “Evdi theme is
both a love story and a story of martial heroism. Nevertheless this
framework seems the most reasonable way of reconciling the considera-
tions of form and theme.
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Genres Observed in the Field

Although it would be desirable to consider all spoken genres for their
contribution to Yezidi oral tradition, this cannot be possible until scholars
have a good understanding of genre and register in Kurmanji, a point which
is still some distance away - very few Kurmanji genres have been described
in any detail. Nor have they been fitted into theoretical schemes, such as
that of Abrahams, who posits a spectrum of genres broadly separating into
‘primarily active involvement’ (such as conversation) and ‘involvement
primarily through vicarious identification’ (such as epic or legend) (1976:
197). Bakhtin’s distinction between primary genres ‘developed in unme-
diated speech communion’ and secondary genres of ‘developed and
organised cultural communication’ organises the genres differently (1986:
62); in the Yezidi context his distinction is relevant, contrasting ‘everyday’
and ‘artistic’ genres. Almost all the material to be discussed in the next three
chapters is ‘artistic’; it has an aesthetic value as well as imparting
knowledge, and the skill of its composition and performance are important
factors in its success; thus, to use Bakhtin’s terminology, it falls into the
‘secondary’ genres. The lyric and narrative songs, the set-piece stories and
the women’s lament, all have Kurdish names and are seen as appropriate
objects for discussion by informants. As far as Abrahams’ system is
concerned, the majority of the material is consciously performed to an
audience, and would be positioned towards the ‘vicarious’ end of the
spectrum; however, the women’s lament considered in Chapter Six would
be situated nearer the middle as it is, in many cases, a discourse of personal
emotion referring to a performer’s own experience, but at the same time
using imagery of the ‘vicarious’ artistic genres and subject to audience
evaluation; audience members may also spontaneously join the lament.

I will describe here the most important genres I encountered in the field,
in terms of form and content, performance conventions and status. My
account will inevitably be incomplete; I hope to cast some light on the
relationship of these genres with each other by using contextual
information based on the Yezidis’ descriptions of their folklor. The term
‘metafolklore’ was first coined by Alan Dundes (1966) to describe
folkloristic commentary about folklore genres, particularly jokes about
jokes, proverbs about proverbs, etc.. It has been extended somewhat by
Ben-Amos (1976: 226) to mean:

... the conception a culture has of its own folkloric communication as
it is represented in the distinction of forms, the attribution of names to
them, and the sense of the social appropriateness of their application
in various cultural situations.

I will make use of the metafolklore available from Kurdish folklorists and
my Yezidi informants.
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The terminology for the various forms of oral tradition which will be set
out below is based on my own understanding of local terms and their
applications, and varies in some cases from the observations of scholars
discussing folklore in Kurdistan in general. Questioning members of the
community about the terminology was of course not easy; the informants,
though usually eager to be helpful, justifiably found abstract questions
about terms which they considered self-evident to be baffling, or worse,
irrelevant. However, questions about the uses of the different traditions
within the community were well understood and received ready, and
usually consistent, replies. T hope that the descriptions of these well-known
‘artistic’ genres will also serve as a basis for the study of the ‘everyday’
genres which are so difficult to discuss with informants as, unlike the
artistic genres, they are often not even objectified to the extent of having
formal names. Everyday conversation has clearly identifiable stylistic
features in common with the artistic genres, though we know little as yet
of how allusion is made, of the ways in which register is marked, and other
less obvious aspects of meaning in Kurdish.

The variations in terminology associated with performance and
performers throughout Kurdistan meant that a single song might be
classified under different headings in different collections; in the field,
informants were not always in agreement. However certain broad
distinctions may be made. The definitions used in this work will follow
local usage as far as possible, supplemented by evidence from fieldwork and
secondary literature, much of which is not specific to the Yezidis, but which
nevertheless yields some relevant data. Many of the terms used in Kurdish
are also used in Arabic, Persian or Turkish, often with very different
meanings. Before the description of the relevant major forms of discourse,
some more general terms must be noted.

The term gesse was applied by the Yezidis of Northern Iraq to songs and
stories in general;!3 this included many types of sung and spoken material.
Meqgam was sometimes used in the context of folklore; it is a very general
term, originally Arabic, meaning nothing more specific than ‘song’. The
genres which were most often encountered in the field as vehicles for Yezidi
oral tradition were: the sung “folklore song’, strana folklori, the various
forms of spoken prose narrative including the ¢irok, and the women’s
lament, §i7. Much of the material which presents Yezidi history, and a large
proportion of Yezidi social comment, is conveyed through these genres.
Once the salient points of each genre have been noted, it will then be
possible to discuss the status of the genres in the community.

Lyrical and Narrative Song

In conversation with Yezidis about secular oral traditions, the form of
oral tradition most commonly cited as important and pleasing was the
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stran. Literally, this word merely means ‘song’. ]. Bedir Khan defines it as
‘le genre exclusivement musical, correspondant a peu prés au Lied
allemand’ (1932: 9). His discussion is of Kurdish folklore in general
rather than of Yezidi tradition, and must be treated with some caution,
but his parallel with the Lied is useful. Like the Kurdish term, the German
term literally means ‘song’, but the term can have a more specific
meaning; it often denotes a poetic song, often romantic in theme, where
both words and melody are important, and artistry is demonstrated in
both vocal and musical performance. These characteristics are shared by
the term stran as it is often used in the Yezidi context, where it can denote
a particular type of emotional song. Occasionally the more precise term
strana folklori, which may be translated ‘traditional song’ was used,
particularly by literate informants who were conversant with current
trends in the collection of Kurdish folklore. This was more precise, but
most informants referred only to stran, whilst it was obvious from what
they said that they meant strana folklori, rather than contemporary or
popular song. The stran collected during fieldwork mostly describe events
which happened before living memory, but not all are old; some deal with
recent events, using traditional form and performance conventions. In
much of Turkish and Syrian Kurdistan these stran are known as lawiq or
lawik.

The range of stran is broad; the Jelil brothers’ Zargotina K‘urda,
hereafter ZK (Jelil 1978), the most wide-ranging and authoritative
collection of Kurmanji oral traditions to date, which draws on predomi-
nantly Yezidi sources, has several sections of stran, namely stran of history
(tarixi), stran of love (bengiti), stran for dancing (govend), and stran of
lament (sini). This was largely borne out by a Sheykhani singer, Mr A., who
listed and demonstrated several kinds of stran for my benefit; war (ser),
more or less corresponding to the ‘historical’ tarix7;14 love (evin), meaning
the same as bengits; grief (ieribi), which does not correspond to the lament
sin. In ZK the stranéd sini are the women’s laments for the dead which will
be described in more detail later. Mr A. demonstrated a different type of
song, where a lost hero is lamented by the singer who usually sings ‘in
character’. Although the term stranéd sini is well understood amongst the
Northern Iraqi Yezidis, the women’s laments are more often termed dirok.1®
Mr A. added that political songs (stranéd siyasi) had recently become
popular. He went on to demonstrate a dance song; the Jelils term such songs
stranéd govenda, but they are known among the Northern Iraqi Yezidis as
peste, or beste; 16 stran proper denotes a more melancholy, less rhythmic
song. Another stranbéj, the Sinjari Mr B., considered that dance songs are
not the proper business of serious singers, but of mere mitirb, common
musicians who rely on performance for their living. One might just as well
expect a doctor to put on a nurse’s uniform, he added. However, the
performances I have attended, and the audio and video tapes I have heard,
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suggest that stran without peste is now unusual; the peste tend to follow the
stran, often without any break in the music.

In ZK, the Jelils observe that ‘in former times every agha and beg would
have one or two singers who would sing stran about his lord and his deeds.’
(Jelil 1978 I: 40). The collection of stran made in the field did, for the most
part, prove to be about individuals, and events which were believed to be
historical. Although they covered a variety of subjects, the stran were
notable for their lack of supernatural elements, except in certain love songs
where the strength of the imagery deviated somewhat from realism. Even
these love songs were, with a few exceptions, held to be about real people
who had existed.!” The Yezidi folklorist Dr Khelil Jindi Rashow (KJR) has
underlined the importance of siran in Yezidi discourse by describing it as a
vehicle for the emotions of the people, expressing their happiness and
griefs.18

Stran, as songs with musical accompaniment, could be distinguished
from what are often called in Kurmanji beyt or, sometimes, destan, which
are heroic and usually long narrative songs, often with some prose sections,
performed without musical accompaniment.!® Destan more properly means
‘legend’ in the widest sense; beyt denotes the specific genre. However,
within the Yezidi community, beyt denotes a religious poem, so to avoid
confusion, I will avoid the use of the term beyt and wherever possible refer
to destan or ‘long narrative poems’. Although stran could be performed
without a musical accompaniment, in my experience this was usually
through lack of an instrument or ability to play; I came across no examples
of singers having these resources and choosing to perform stran without
musical accompaniment. Although I made some recordings during the
fieldwork of some of the most famous Kurdish destan sung by Muslim
singers in Dihok and Amadiya, the Yezidi stranbéj seemed to perform only
stran proper. The Yezidis seemed to regard the stran as their own, despite
the fact that not all stranbéj are Yezidi (there have been various well-known
Muslim singers of lawik in Turkey and Syria) and many stran refer to the
deeds of non-Yezidis. Performers of the long narrative poems are much
rarer among the Iraqi Yezidis; I heard stories such as Mem and Zin and
Dimdim told in prose narrative form, but only found Muslims able to sing
these in verse form. These have certainly been performed among the Yezidis
in the past (ZK features many examples collected from Caucasian Yezidis)
but are clearly in decline in the community, though not yet extinct. One
Sheykhani sheykh mentioned that some Sinjaris still had expertise in singing
‘the long songs’; he added that the qewwals (whose activities are normally
vehicles for the religious traditions) knew them too, and in 1999 I heard of
a Yezidi performer of these now resident in Europe. Blau (1975: 6-7) attests
to the knowledge and performance of ‘Ashik Gherib ‘the exiled?®
troubadour’, a tradition known all over the non-Arab Islamic world, by
the Yezidi Qasim Hesoj; his performance seemed to be cantefable, a form of
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narrative performance including spoken prose and sung verse narrative.2!
Informants did distinguish between these two genres; Mr Y., an elderly
Sinjari stranbéj, referred to the well known narrative poem Dimdim not as
stran but as a si'7 ‘poem’. Some of the legends usually associated with
destan were put into the form of stran by the stranbéj. 1 collected some
short versions of Mem and Zin whose musical accompaniment, melody and
performance style were those of stran. Other legends, such as that of Kbej
and Siyabend, were couched in the form of love lyric, with the protagonists
addressing each other. However, few of the stran I encountered took their
subject-matter from legend or folktale, and supernatural elements were
rather rare. A clear distinction emerged between the (mostly) lyrical stran,
based for the most part on historical events, and the narrative destan
poems, with their subject-matter taken from various areas of legend and
history. :

In terms of structure there were also important differences. Unlike the
destan, the stran has clearly identifiable stanzas and regular refrains,
separated by musical interludes. In both types of poetry line length can be
very variable, making meaningful syllable-counts difficult, and rhyme can
be consistent for many lines, or for just a few.22 Although Nikitine says that
Kurdish folk poetry ‘ignore a vrai dire le rythme et ne connait que la rime’
(1956: 270), many of the Badinani destan poems are highly rhythmic, with
strong stresses in the lines, whereas the performers of s#ran tend to deliver
very long lines very fast, with some extended melismas towards the end of
the (clearly marked) stanzas. The usual Kurdish terminology used by
commentators is 7éz (line) and bend (stanza). At the end of each line or
sense-unit in the stran, there is a fall in pitch, and at the end of the stanza a
further fall, often followed by words of emotion such as wey lo. The way in
which this is done varies with performer and performance. The melodies of
the stran also differ considerably from those of the unaccompanied
destan/beyt. Each of the destan/beyt poems 1 recorded had its own
distinctive tune; Memé Alan, the oral poem more often known as Mem and
Zin, for example, is easily distinguishable from Dimdim; the rhythmic
patterns of these songs are often beaten out by the performer as he sings.
Each of the slow stran has its own melody, but the rhythm is not so
pronounced as in the destan; the peste, as one would expect from dance
music, have rhythms which are more pronounced than slow stran, but less
so than the destan poems.

Though tempting, it would be simplistic to classify stran as ‘lyric’ and
destan as ‘epic’. It is true that in ZK the Jelil brothers classify the most
popular destan poems as ‘epic’ as does one of the prominent Southern
Kurdish folklorists, Izzaddin Mustafa Rasul (1979: 32). However, Chyet
makes a convincing case for defining the destan poetry recounting the
tradition of Mem and Zin as a Kurdish equivalent of halk hikayesi, the
Turkish ‘folk romance’, a long narrative that blends prose and poetry (1991
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I: 64-101). The stran are generally lyrical, in that they express strong
emotion; they contain many words and phrases such as wey lo, more or less
equivalent in meaning to the English ‘alas’, often sung between verses,?3
and are usually allusive to some degree, rarely contextualising their action.
However, they are not always devoid of narrative and contain many
accounts of heroism.

Performers

As with the genres themselves, the terminology for performers is confused.
The word most commonly used by the Yezidis of Northern Iraq for
professional or semi-professional singer is stranbéj, literally ‘song-singer’
(stran — song, béj <gotin — to say); scholars discussing Kurmanji in
general more often use the term dengbéj (deng — voice). The most precise
definition, by the Jelil brothers, equates the two terms and defines them as
‘a person who has a pleasant voice and who sings stran about people and
events’. However, many people distinguish between the singer who plays
an instrument and is more likely to perform stran/lawik and the singer
who performs unaccompanied, usually singing destan/beyt. Thus the Jelils
make this distinction between the dengbéj and the asiq (‘troubadour’,
literally ‘lover’); the former sings without musical accompaniment, and
the latter accompanies himself on the saz, a stringed instrument (1978 II:
26). However, asiq is the Turkish asik, a term prevalent in Central Asia,
Northern Iran and the Caucasus, and rarely if ever used in Iraqi
Kurdistan, where stranbéj is preferred. For the lawik singers of Syria
and Eastern Turkey, mitirb is often used for those who sing with
accompaniment. In Sinjar, the preferred instrument is the tembiir or long-
necked lute, though the short-necked oudh or mandolin and the kemanche
or spike-fiddle are also used; this latter seems particularly popular
amongst the lawik-singers of the Tur Abdin. For the unaccompanied
singers of destan, dengbéj is the preferred term in Badinan. The Yezidi
stranbéj of Northern Iraq are usually semi-professional singers. As
mentioned above, a senior Sinjari singer, Mr B., drew a strong contrast
between the stranbéj and the common musicians or mitirb, who earned all
their money from music. A stranbéj may belong to any caste, but in
practice most, including the most admired, are murid.?* The most skilful
are well-known throughout the Yezidi community in Northern Iraq, and
in wider Kurdish society. Their performances can attract large audiences,
though not on the same scale as such popular modern Kurdish singers as
Sivan Perwer, Nasser Razazi, or Ciwan Hajo. Cassettes and videos change
hands amongst Yezidis, are sold in larger towns such as Dihok, and are
heard and seen by Yezidis in the diaspora.
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Performance of the Stran

Stran and their peste are most often associated with celebrations of various
kinds, such as parties and festivals, both religious and secular. They are
often played at wedding parties (dawet); I observed peste in performance at
one Yezidi wedding in Ba‘dré. At another, def 4 zurne (frame drum and
shawm), with no vocals, were played to accompany the dancing, as at the
village #iwaf. During a stay in Ba‘dré with a member of the Mir’s family, a
number of spontaneous performances took place; local Sheykhani singers
would visit and perform for the host and the other guests in the courtyard
after dinner. These performances were partly prompted by the presence of a
Western researcher of folklor in the town, but were seen as not particularly
unusual; in the past, performances had been very common during relaxed
gatherings in diwanxane or guest-halls, and any competent performer
present would be likely to be asked to sing. Stran, with their emotional
content and subsequent dancing, were considered better entertainment than
spoken stories.

When a well-known performer is present, a recital is expected; the visit
of a stranbéj to my hosts in Ba‘dré attracted a small crowd of family and
neighbours, eager to hear the songs. Performances of the most famous
Sinjari stranbéj are often recorded by the Yezidis on video; one example I
saw was a performance by the well-known singers Feqir Khidir, Lezgin
Seydo, Kheyro Khelef and Khodéda Abu Azad at a secular New Year party
attended by Feroq Beg, of the Mir’s family. Religious songs and secular
stran were sung before the peste and dancing began. Another performance,
in the guest-room of a large house in Sinjar, featured Feqir Khidir, Qarpal
Sinjari and Pir Micho, who sang slow stran in succession. There is a strong
element of competition in this environment; after some time the voice of
one of the singers began to falter, and this was remarked on. Singers may
compete by singing one after another; the first one to falter, whether from
losing his voice, or from forgetting the song, is the loser. Similar competitive
performances were once also a regular feature of destan poetry in both the
Yezidi and Muslim communities; Muslim villagers from Siriye and Sirsenk,
near Amadiya, remembered them well.
~ In spite of its lesser status, it seems that peste is becoming an essential
part of many performances. Even Mr B., who was so scornful of it,
acknowledged that those prepared to play it were invited to perform more
often and made more money. In the Kurdish context in general, Yezidi and
non-Yezidi, Kurmanji and Sorani, dancing is associated with happy
emotion and considered inappropriate at times of mourning. Dancing is
an essential and joyous part of a party or celebration, but the emotive stran
are also very much enjoyed by the audience, for reasons which will be
discussed later. However, dancing during the slow stran with their often
tragic themes would be inappropriate and disrespectful. This combination
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of slow stran and peste strikes a balance between strong emotion and the
exuberant activity of dance.

The performances I have seen and heard were mostly informal; singers
could stand, but were usually seated. Most singers accompanied
themselves. The degree of strumming during the singing of individual lines
or sense-units, or between them, was variable. Stanzas were separated from
each other by short musical interludes, with repeated, rhythmic chords at
the end, which signalled the beginning of a new stanza. The instrument
might be played between stanzas only in some of the slower songs such as
‘Feriq Pasha’; for peste the singer would accompany himself or be
accompanied as he sang. There was a great deal of opportunity for
virtuosity; the words were often delivered very quickly. Singers often
lingered on the last syllables of the line, either on one note or with a
melisma. They sometimes emphasised lines with a few emphatic chords at
the end. Between these songs there would often be no break in the music;
the development of a musical theme or a change in tempo would alert the
audience to the fact that a new song was about to begin. Sometimes a singer
would give a spoken, prose explanation of the next song, recounting the
story and giving its provenance; these are often omitted on the cassettes, but
were noticeable on video; the performances 1 attended were probably
atypical in this respect as the singer aimed his explanations at me and my
requirements. There seemed to be no rules that specific peste should follow
specific stran; the selection of an appropriate peste was at the performer’s
discretion. Nor must each stran be followed by peste; sometimes several
stran followed each other, with peste at the end.

Performances are generally mixed, with women sometimes sitting further
from the singer. Audiences appreciate virtuosity, which is shown in specific
devices; if a singer sang a particularly long line, or performed it especially
quickly, or lingered for a long time on a melisma, there would be
appreciative cries of tew, tew ‘Bravo!’. While the music was being played
between stanzas in slow songs, the audience would sustain a gentle sound,
almost a hum, ‘%, on a single note, like a drone. As soon as the peste with
its well-defined and swifter rhythm began, the audience would clap in time
to the music, and begin to dance. In the performances I attended the men
got up to dance first, but the women would then dance with them. Most
Kurdish dances are mixed, with men and women linking arms and dancing
in long lines. There are some exceptions, such as the local ‘Sheykhani’
dance, performed by groups of young men.

Prose Narrative Genres

There is much to be done in identifying and describing spoken narrative prose
genres in Kurmanji, a language long overdue for sociolinguistic study. The
role of formal structure, choice of vocabulary and style of delivery in the
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meaning of utterances is not well understood. Like the Afghan storytelling
encountered by Margaret Mills (1991: 21), Kurdish storytelling perfor-
mances, whether consciously addressing an audience or part of the dialogue of
‘ordinary’ conversation, juxtapose various genres and verbal textures. I
encountered many types of prose narrative during fieldwork in various .
contexts, including personal histories and description of events witnessed,
accounts of events which had happened to the local community over the last
two centuries or so, performances of folktales, and anecdotes. Local
terminology had no need to define and acknowledge all of these differences.
For example, the history collected from an elderly Haweri sheykh in Khanek,
in which he outlined the recent movements of his tribe and described their
way of life, was not distinguished in formal terms from ordinary conversation
and would probably only be referred to as his axiftin ‘conversation’, or gotin
‘speech’. Nevertheless, there is a perceived divide between fact and fiction, and
there are also a few stylistic features which distinguish narrative in general.

The term ¢irok means ‘story’ and is used throughout Kurdistan. Its
meaning seems to be very broad. J. Bedir Khan refers to cirogbéj, who tell
stories and legends, as opposed to dengbéj, who sing them (1932: 9). Cirok
thus includes prose versions of the great Kurdish legends which are
performed in poetic form in the beyt. However, ZK includes, under the title
of ¢irok, various fables about animals and anecdotes about stock figures,
such as necirvan i riivi ‘the hunter and the fox’, and axa @ Xulam ‘the squire
and the servant’ (Jelil 1978 II: 531); they are grouped together with mijili
(lit. “chat’). They are not grouped with prose stories about Siléman
péxember ‘Solomon the prophet’, Iskender Ziiqorne ‘Two-horned Alex-
ander’, and Bebliil, the “Wise Fool’.

It seems that, in the Yezidi community and in wider Kurmanji-speaking
society, ¢irok can be as broad as the English ‘story’. In general, ¢irok is
something made up, as distinct from historical (tarixi) material. Thus,
folktales are ¢irok but legends may not be considered so, if they are believed
to be true. Mr E., an elderly murid in Ba‘dré, told the story of Mem and Zin
in prose form, borrowing many phrases from the poem, and called it a
¢irok; another told a legend of Solomon the prophet, but did not call it a
¢irok because he believed it to be true. Historical traditions were not
usually called ¢irok, nor labelled with any other special term; they were just
mentioned by name, for example, ‘I will tell you Ezdi Mirza’. Only one
young man referred to Ezdi Mirza and Derwéshé ‘Evdi as ¢irok, and this
may reflect the fact that to an educated adult such histories seemed very
remote anyway. It must be emphasised that this divide between fact and
fiction is not always rigorously observed in ordinary conversation. Cirok
can sometimes mean an anecdote of a true event, as the English ‘story’ can
be used in such contexts as ‘Have you heard the story of how I met such-
and-such a person?’ However, there is enough differentiation between the
two in the Yezidis® usage to justify making a distinction.
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An obvious feature distinguishing ¢irok from historical account is the
introductory formula. There are certain stock phrases which introduce
fictitious material in various Middle Eastern languages; these function as a
sort of waiver, absolving the speaker from any responsibility if an untruth is
told. The most commonly known in Kurmanji is hebii tunebi, literally
‘there was and there was not’, which is a shortened form of a formula
which can vary slightly, but usually says something along the lines of ‘there
was and there was not, but nothing exists without God.” Any audience
hearing this knows that it cannot rely on the veracity of what comes next.
Many tales in the published collections have other introductory words,
beginning with dibéjin ‘they say’, which also shifts responsibility for
historicity away from the speaker, or wexteké/caxeké ‘once’, which assigns
the action to a vague period. Defining the time where something happened
obviously sets the tone for the status of the action. Similarly, the Mem and
Zin cirok 1 heard from an elderly murid in Ba‘dré began, ‘rojeki béjin ji
rojéd Xwedé bi, bajaré Xorzeminé bajareki gelek mezin bii ... ‘they say
that once upon a time the city of Khorzemin was a very great city ...” and
the subsequent description of the city is a direct imitation of the opening of
a well-known telling of Memé Alan. Another story, as told by Mr N., an
elderly murid, began only ‘bi zimané Siléman péxember ..., ‘in the time of
the prophet Solomon ..."; a time of ancient history for him, as he professed
belief in the prophets, but probably a legendary time for younger educated
Yezidis who might hear him tell it. The narratives of modern history as told
to me had no such introductory formulae; they all began with a broad
introductory statement such as ‘Derwéshé ‘Evdl was a Yezidi’.

There are various stylistic features shared by ¢irok and factual narratives.
One is the way in which dialogue was expressed. This was nearly always
done by the means of direct rather than indirect speech, where even
inconsequential remarks were sometimes included, providing a slight pause
in the action; this gave the impression of simplicity but was not simply
imitating real conversation; the rhythm pattern it created was distinctive
and tended to be repeated with each conversation of the protagonists. To
take a typical example, in Blau’s Sinjari version of ‘Ashik Gherib,-(1975:
158) when a character speaks to a woman, the storyteller says, ‘Goté,
‘Mete!” Go, ‘Belé.” Go, ‘Meté, cima hiin ..." ‘He said, “Auntie!”, she said,
“Yes”, he said, “Auntie, why do you ...”, and the story continues. The
rhythm patterns of such repetitions become clearer when they are heard.
One of many examples from my own collection, told by Mr H. in Shari‘e,
has a young man begin a conversation with his father (rise and fall in pitch
is indicated by accents): ‘Gots, “Bdbo!”, goté “a”, goté “Babo, ez...”, ‘he
said, “Father!”, he said “yes”, he said, “Father, I ... » and the story
continues. The first syllables of goté and babo are stressed; the pitch of the
voice rises on goté babo and falls on goté ‘a’. This is more than an
opportunity for thought on the part of the storyteller; it also has aesthetic
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functions. The combination of pitch and rhythm is quite distinctive, and
interrupts the general patterns of pitch and rhythm in the telling, where
most sentences are considerably longer. This small device, varying
according to the protagonists, occurs on numerous occasions in historical
narrative and non-historical ¢irok, and occurs in conversation where a
raconteur is describing an incident. It may be delivered slowly or quickly,
but it is a device and not merely an unconscious reproduction of everyday
speech.

Another small, but characteristic feature of both historical and fictional
narrative in Kurmanji, is the use of combinations of two, or sometimes even
three verbs together. It usually seems to be done for the purposes of
emphasis; in KJR’s transcription of an account of the career of Daw{idé
Dawfid by his son, the government are said to have rabiin lesker sandin,
literally ‘they arose, sent soldiers [against Daw@d]” or perhaps ‘they upped
and sent soldiers’; there is little difference in sense from merely saying lesker
sandin ‘they sent soldiers’. This device was also used in conversation by
raconteurs in Badinan; one particularly frequent example, used in the
context of refugees leaving Kurdistan, was reviya ¢4, ‘lit. he ran away [and]
went’, but more accurately translated ‘he was off!”, spoken with a stress on
the ¢4, and often accompanied by a dismissive arm gesture. The context of
meaning in which this construction was used, and the accompanying pitch
of the voice and hand gestures, indicated that this usage of two or more
verbs in a short clause was meant to convey precipitate action.

There is no restriction on members of any specific Yezidi caste learning
and performing secular narratives, and learning to tell prose narrative
presumably takes less specialised training than learning to sing stran. It
would be a reasonable assumption that a large section of the community
would know both historical prose narratives and ¢irok proper, but it was an
unwelcome surprise to discover that in fact very few people did. Of the
small number of full narratives I did manage to collect in Badinan from
both Yezidi and Muslim communities, all were performed by middle-aged
or elderly storytellers. In every collective village or town visited, informants
consistently said ‘Old people know these things’. This was not, apparently,
an instance of the situation described in the Jordanian Bedouin context by
Shryock, where only certain members of the community had the status of
‘authoritative source’ of historical tradition, and where this rarely included
younger people (1997:151-2); in the Yezidi context, the ‘authoritative
sources’, though elderly, like their Bedouin counterparts, were often rather
low-status individuals. It really did seem to be the case that most younger
people were more ignorant of such traditions — they were sometimes able to
give a bald summary of stories, especially those which corresponded to
well-known stran, but did not know them well enough to ‘tell’ them, and it
seemed unlikely that they would know a great deal more by the time they
were older themselves. No special word for a teller of stories was used;
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instead, informants would say, ‘So-and-so knows stories’. Mr H. had once
been able to sing his tales as stran, but his singing voice had now failed; it
was clear that he had not been asked to tell them for some time.

A Sinjari informant who had lived in Ba‘dré for almost twenty years
remembered that the traditional time for the telling of ¢irok and serpébati
(adventures) was during winter nights in the diwanxané (guest-room) of a
prosperous person. Stranm were also sung, and sometimes the various
performances, by different performers, would go on till morning. In the
collectives of Khanek and Shari‘e, and the town of Ba‘dré, informants
consistently spoke of such gatherings in the past tense. Some said (as noted
above) that nowadays people preferred to watch television; others said that
in the present unfortunate times it was inappropriate to tell gesse ‘songs and
stories’, implying that they were associated with enjoyment. Festivals and
parties seemed to be exceptions to this and in Shari‘e informants said that
they were now the usual occasions for the performance of ¢irok, rather like
the stran. All of the informants asked to tell a story, whether historical or
folktale, claimed to have forgotten some or all of the stories they once
knew, though some remembered the names of stories they had once known
well. This response cannot simply be attributed to modesty; most
informants, even women, were quite willing to be recorded, and gave
what they knew, but mentioned other stories they had once known which
they could not remember.

Life histories and narratives of personal recollections also seemed to be
told relatively rarely. Elderly individuals of high status in the community,
for example the sheykhs, were not surprised to be asked about their past
experiences. However, they were outnumbered by less influential octogen-
arians and nonagenarians, mostly murids, who were as taken aback as the
women when I asked them for an interview. One resident of the Khanek
collective said he could remember massacres before and during the First
World War, but he did not often have the opportunity to recount his
reminiscences. v

It was noticeable that there was no longer any traditional regular
occasion for the performance of set-piece narratives; all the performances of
both ‘historical’ and fictional narrative which I attended were prompted by
my requests, and clearly affected by my presence. For all performances,
both performer and audience sat comfortably, and the performer might take
tea or a cigarette during the narrative. Tempo and tone varied according to
the material, of course, but also according to the style of the performer. A
performer with a larger and more attentive audience responded to this, with
more expansive illustrative gestures and more eye-contact with the
audience. As prose narrative does not necessarily have a fixed wording,
there was a great deal of opportunity for virtuosity. My recordings were
made in villages and audience members knew the tellers personally; they
had no hesitation in contributing where they thought it necessary. During
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one telling of Mem and Zin in Ba‘dré the audience reminded the performer,
Mr E., not to forget the episode where three fairy princesses decide to
transport Zin to Mem’s bedroom. This had clearly become part of the
‘received version’ of the story, as performed on Iraqi radio, and a version
which did not feature it would not be tolerated. It was noticeable that fewer
people gathered to hear stories than stran; at the performances I attended
less than ten came to listen to stories, whereas for the stran, audiences were
usually more than twenty even for ad hoc village performances.

Women'’s Lament

This is a very distinctive form of discourse, performed by a specific group
(women only) at certain prescribed times. It exists throughout Kurdish
society in both Kurmanji- and Sorani-speaking areas. According to Dr
Shukriya Rasool of the University of Salahaddin, an acknowledged
authority on the subject, laments for the dead are always sung by women,
but melodic form, idiom and gesture vary from tribe to tribe, as does
terminology; the Yezidi form is common to all Yezidi tribes. Yezidi
informants confirmed this. Even the Arabic-speaking Yezidis of the villages
of Ba‘shige and Behzané have the same type of Kurdish lament as other
Yezidis. Mrs R., a well-known semi-professional singer of laments (a
murid), who was brought up in the Arabic-speaking area but had moved to
Ba‘dré, made the interesting comment that although Arabic was their
everyday language, Kurdish was rehemtir, ‘more merciful’, and better suited
to laments. Sheykhanis living in Germany also confirmed that the semi-
professional laments from Georgia published by the Jelil brothers were of
the same type as those performed in Sheykhan.

In Badinan women’s lament is known as sin, which means ‘mourning’ in
general, or stranéd siné ‘songs of mourning.” This latter term is also used
among the Yezidis, who also use dirok or dilok to denote the lament.25 Sin
is a more general term; it can mean the whole set of arrangements and
rituals associated with mourning; it can also mean the gathering of women
who sit down together and cry; as Mrs R. expressed it, ‘I sing the dirok, and
they [the audience, the family of the deceased, who listen and cry] do sin.
The phrase sin i sapor, used by Kurdish folklorists, means the practice of
singing the song whilst striking oneself and tearing one’s hair, upon the
death of a close relative. I did not hear the latter term among the Yezidi
community, but the practice is one of the features which distinguishes
Yezidi fament from that of some other Kurds, and I observed it in the
commemoration of the dead at a graveyard during the Yezidi New Year
festival; there were differences between this and the sin [ saw performed in a
house later the same day. According to Mrs R., Muslim Kurds did not strike
themselves, but merely sat together and cried. This is inaccurate and may
reflect a general Yezidi lack of familiarity with the finer points of Muslim
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customs. Arabs tore their clothes, she added, but not Muslim Kurds. Yezidi
laments, on the other hand, were bi lédané, ‘with blows’; Yezidi women
struck their chests and eyes and, for the deaths of younger men in particular,
cut their braids off.2¢ All the laments I heard were commemorative, for
those who had died some time ago; the occasion did not arise to attend and
observe the mourning, or taziye, following a death in the Yezidi community.

Performance

The correct context is crucial for performance of this genre. Laments must
be performed, as a duty, during times of mourning; conversely they are not
associated with happy times and should only be performed within the
appropriate context of a period of mourning or a festival of commemora-
tion. Informants could not simply perform to order; one must wait either
for a taziye after a death or for a socially sanctioned occasion for
commemoration of the dead.2” For instance, during my interview of Mrs
R., a man surreptitiously asked her to sing a lament for me. Her response
was ne, heram e, ‘no, it is forbidden’. I did not hear this exchange at the
time, but it was clearly audible on the recording. It was an occasion of
commemoration which provided me with an opportunity for observation
and collection of lament. These restrictions were not confined to my own
experience as a foreign researcher; the Jelil brothers had to request
permission from community leaders to collect laments from a famous
singer, and their recordings were made during the commemoration of a
particular individual.28 They also had to retire from the performance
themselves, leaving their recording equipment, as it was an occasion for
women. For the lamentations I observed at the Yezidi New Year, the
participants were often accompanied to the graveyard by adult male
relatives, but the men within earshot stood back from the lamentation and
made their non-involvement clear. The only active participatory males were
gewwals who played sacred music. I also attended a lament performed by a
widow in a house, with other women, unmarried girls, children and babies
present; only the women took part. I have not observed unmarried girls
singing the songs of lamentation among either the Yezidis or the Barzani
women of Qosh Tepe; however, they do attend.

There is an important distinction between laments by women for family
members and laments for the dead by known performers who travel around
their area to perform for the bereaved. The form of the song is similar but
the content will of course be different. A well-known performer might not
know the deceased at all; nevertheless she will make her song appropriate to
the deceased’s age and sex, and will always concentrate on his or her good
points. The dirok of relatives, of course, is more personal. Most women
living in villages or collective villages could perform stranéd sini (songs of
lamentation) for family members, but relatively few women were skilled
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enough to be well known for it. These were usually older semi-
professionals; it is not clear whether this was a formally established rule
or simply a matter of convenience; the number of taboos surrounding death
in the Yezidi community would make it very difficult for a young bride or a
woman in her childbearing years to perform sin frequently. Two women in
particular were consistently mentioned as being famous throughout the
Yezidi community in Badinan; I spoke to one of them, Mrs R., about her
work. ZK records the laments of one woman, Hisreta Heso, whose fame
extended from Thilisi to the Georgian border (Jelil 1978 I. 36). Only a
Yezidi woman could perform the dirok for a deceased Yezidi, but her caste
was not important, in contrast with some of the more specifically religious
rites of death, such as washing the corpse, which require the presence of pir
and sheykh (Kreyenbroek 1995: 160). A well-known performer might
travel some distance for a taziye; personal acquaintance with the deceased
was not an issue as long as she knew the family.

The women’s lament is performed by unaccompanied voices. In this
respect it differs strongly from the stran discussed earlier. However, in terms
of melody and structure there are similarities. Sense-units or ‘lines’ may be
of variable length, with a fall in pitch on the final syllable; several of these
may be grouped together with two or three falls in pitch on the final
syllables of the ‘stanza’. Between stanzas the performer or others present
may sob or beat their breasts rhythmically. The length of the lament is at the
discretion of the performer, since it is an extemporised genre; within a
traditional structure it is composed as it is performed. It is clear that stock
elements are used by semi-professionals at least, though informants were
unanimous that no two songs were identical. The use of stock elements, and
of appropriate imagery, will be discussed with reference to specific laments
in Chapter Six.

The lament is not a straightforward occasion where one clearly
distinguished individual or group performs to a well-defined audience,
but a performance of participants. It is true that not all the women present
at the laments I observed made an audible contribution of song, speech or
weeping, but all were apparently free to do so, though the verbal
contributions tended to be dominated by a few. As participants rather
than audience members, the women present at the laments were
emotionally involved in the performance of the genre. The performances
aroused strong emotion in participants, including those who did not make
verbal contributions.

GENRE AND GENDER

In the oral traditions of many societies there are links between genre and
gender. Certain forms may be performed only by men, or only by women.
Within the Yezidi context, I encountered no genres as such which were only
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available to men, though it is likely that such genres existed and were not |
considered appropriate to describe to a female researcher. It is probable that
epithalamia, as performed by the bridegroom’s male friends and supporters,
are different from women’s songs. Lescot attests to ‘mischievous’ songs sung
before Kurdish weddings in general by the groom and his companions, and
to Yezidi women’s songs sung by the friends of a bride when she goes to the
stream for the first time after her marriage. (‘“Tawusparéz’ 1943: 764-8).
Ribald songs are also probably gender-specific; a few of those performed by
males have been collected, for example Makas 1926: 95, a song addressing
the female genitals, apparently sung by young boys to embarrass and annoy
girls. Ribald songs performed by women are rumoured to exist, but polite
conversation precludes their discussion and they are not featured in the
folklore collections. Among the polite and generally high-status genres
which were the object of my investigations, the most obvious examples of
women’s song I encountered were laments for the dead and work songs,
which were sung to accompany women’s tasks in the village. Of these
genres, only laments have been considered in this work; not enough
examples of the low-status women’s work songs are currently available for
study, either from my fieldwork or from previous collections.?’

It seems that, in the wider Kurdish society, there is no a priori reason
why a woman cannot be a stranbéj or dengbéj; women are not specifically
barred from singing or composing heroic or historical songs. There are
some indications of women’s role in composition in the secondary
literature, but no studies have specifically focused on the issue. Bois alludes
to the pre-eminence of women in composition of love and war-songs in an
article whose primary focus is written literature (Bois 1955: 32). Jaba notes
that the wife and daughters of one dead hero composed many laments in his
honour, which are still sung ‘to this day’ (1860: 56). This seems to imply
that these laments are not siz, which would be composed extempore for a
female audience, with no attempt at verbatim repetition later on; rather
they are ‘heroic’ laments of the type performed by stranbéj, like the lament
sung by ‘Edilé for Derwéshé ‘Evdi in the version sung by Israel Ohanyan
(see Part II). The Kurdish novelist Mehmet Uzun, who has spent time in
Syria and met several noted dengbéj there, remarks that women play their
part as much as men, that they listen, perform and compose, and that the
number of famous Kurdish female dengbéj is ‘not small’(1992: 32, 37).

In the Yezidi context it was extremely difficult to collect specific data on
gender and performance during the fieldwork. The problem of finding
translators contributed to this, as did certain social factors within the Yezidi
community. Various Yezidis told me about Hezo, a Sinjari woman who had
been taught the songs of the great stranbéj Biroyé Sherqi. It seems that
stranbéj in general were much more common among Sinjari than Sheykhani
Yezidis; no Iraqi Yezidi female singers of stran who were not from Sinjar
were mentioned at all. Female singers tended to learn songs from members
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of their families; it would not be considered appropriate to send them out to
learn from singers who were not relations. Modesty, or ‘shame’ (serm), had
prevented Hezo from making recordings, though she did sing in public; it is
not clear whether she had a musical accompaniment or played an
instrument herself while she sang.3® The context in which a woman
performed depended on the wishes of her family; a husband, for example,
might forbid his wife to sing in public. This was consistent with interviews
with Haweri and Dina women in Khanek, none of whom claimed to be a
stranbéj or to know the great heroic songs, but who did know some
‘historical’ songs and stories; examples cited included Mirza Mohammed (a
secular ‘historical’ tradition), and Rustemn Zal (a well-known figure in
Iranian folklore, cf. Jelil 1978 II: 103). Nevertheless, these women said that
serm, or modesty, prevented them from performing in front of men. Some
described gatherings of men and women where the men would tell gesse;
women did not, though (according to female informants) some knew them
better than the men. Others, especially Sinjaris, described segregated
gatherings. When the men were out, the women would make their children
listen while they told the stories. The few recordings of women singing
which I made were done in a closed room with only women and children
present. A child brought up in the village would hear a range of oral
traditions from its mother and her friends; transmission of most of the stran
may generally have been the province of specialist singers, but mothers
certainly played a crucial role in passing on a variety of traditional stories
and songs which may have included some of the stran.

The collections made by the scholars of the former Soviet republics
include a small group of traditions sung by women which nevertheless
furnish some concrete examples; in these communities serm did not prevent
the women from making recordings. ZK includes short autobiographical
sketches of several Yezidi women. Most are the daughters of singers, and
the notes say that they learned from their fathers. They perform a range of
material; Gulizera ‘Etar, for example, is said to know ‘many young girls’
songs’, whilst Kida Uso, who learned from her father and passed the songs
on to her son, performed a version of the well-known Kurdish destan called
Zembilfirosh, ‘The Basket Seller’ (Jelil 1978 II: 498).

In some parts of the Near and Middle East, fictional and legendary oral
traditions, such as folktales, are considered the special province of women,
who are expected to know fewer ‘historical’ traditions. Although the
women who spoke to me about their knowledge were in general more
reticent than men and less confident of their abilities, and cited more
examples of ‘fictional’ rather than ‘historical’ traditions among their
repertoire, there could have been various social reasons for this. As it was
simply not possible to focus on the knowledge of women as opposed to that
of men (for reasons outlined in Chapter One), it remains far from clear
whether this was in fact the case. There certainly were some women who
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knew ‘historical’ traditions well, though most of these were from
knowledgeable families and learned their traditions from relations. In
terms of secular Yezidi oral traditions, there was no indication that any of
the major genres were in theory closed to women to learn and perform. It
seems that only variable circumstances, such as the attitudes of an
individual’s family or community, imposed restraints on them. Of course,
some genres were exclusively available to women.

COMPOSITION AND TRANSMISSION

Since past studies of oral traditions have been mainly text-based and did
little to describe genre and context, it is difficult to study the genres from a
diachronic perspective. However, many members of the community can still
remember traditional fora for performance of oral traditions, and there are
dominant accounts of their composition which must be taken seriously. The
community’s perceptions of the origins and transmissions of the traditions
are of course closely linked to their current status; not only do these
perceptions contribute to a better understanding of the present role of the
genres but also give indications of the genres’ likely future.

The processes of composition and change are easier to evaluate in the
case of the stran and destan poems than in the case of the prose narratives,
due to the relative abundance of examples of siran in the field and in the
published collections. In the case of sin there have not been enough data
collected in the past to study the genre diachronically, although the
similarity of Jelil’s Yezidi material from the Caucasus, acknowledged by
Sheykhani Yezidis, indicates considerable stability of both form and
imagery, because the Caucasian community has been divided from the
Iragi community for so long.

Stran

The Yezidis of Badinan have a very clear perception of the origins of the
‘rraditional songs’. In this case it is legitimate to use the term ‘origins’ as the
songs are believed to have been composed by individuals (some of whose
names have been preserved by posterity), and to have remained unchanged,
without innovations by performers, over many centuries. This will be
examined more closely with reference to the stran of Feriq Pasha and
Dawiidé Dawiid in the next chapter. Most informants believe that the
traditions currently performed in Sinjar were composed by one stranbéj,
Biroyé Sherqi, a Yezidi, who was court poet at the diwan of Ibrahim Pasha
Milli, and who came from the Milli stronghold of Wéranshehir (Virangehir
in Turkey) to Sinjar after the fall of Sultan Abdulhamid. However, singers
themselves acknowledged that whilst he was clearly a particularly
influential stranbéj, he could not possibly have composed all the traditions
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relating to a variety of periods, not to mention those dating from the
rwentieth century. All the variants of Ferig Pasha collected (see next
chapter) have enough in common to posit a common origin. The two
versions of Dawiidé Dawiid, one collected during the fieldwork in Badinan,
the other collected by Jelilé Jelil in Syria (1985: 156), are clearly forms of
the same song. It is quite possible, over time, for a composition by one
stranbéj to spread over some distance and become part of the repertoire of
several singers. However, the lyrics of Derwéshé ‘Evdi which will be
examined in Chapter Five were collected by the Jelil brothers in the former
Soviet Union; they seem to have more than one origin and also differ from
the Sinjari stran.

The stranbéj of Sinjar have not merely preserved a group of songs by one
singer. Quite clearly, new songs have been composed. Dawiidé Dawiid is an
obvious example; his rebellions took place during the 1920s and 30s. The
stran Seré Mala Seso, ‘The battle of the house of Shesho’, is about a
vendetta between two Sinjari families; the fighting recounted took place
during the 1970s. Contemporary stranbéj also compose stran about love; a
recent love-song by the renowned Kheyro Khelef became very popular in
Sheykhan, with many recordings made of it. Mehmed Uzun says, of dengbéj
in the wider Kurdish context, that a singer must know his craft well and
bring his own talents to it before he is good enough to make gotin (lit.
‘speech’) and stran about new events (1992: 34). This seems also to apply to
the Yezidi stranbéj; many can perform, but only the best can gain popular
approval for their compositions, which will then be passed on.

Biroyé Sherqi taught the singers Kicé, Pir Giro, Sheykhmis, Hezo and
Qasim Meyro, who in turn taught Lezgin Seydo, Sheykh Derwésh, Khelef
Elias (and thus Kheyro Kelef), Pir Micho and Feqir Khidir. This implies the
existence of some sort of apprenticeship or school. Mehmed Uzun, who
places great emphasis on the levels of technical skill acquired by trained
singers, refers to those singers eminent enough to compose as having a
‘school’. This may have been relatively informal; Uzun’s own novel based
on the life of a well-known Kurdish dengbéj (1991) describes groups of
apprentices lodging with the singer and travelling with him from the winter
to the summer pastures. All the well-known stranbéj who featured in
discussion and on my recordings were, according to informants, pupils of
one singer or another, probably at a relatively early age in most cases. One
young man who said he had learned some of the stran from repeated
listening to a master’s performances, rather than from being personally
accepted as a pupil by the master, did not claim a large repertoire, nor did
he call himself a stranbé;. It seems that anyone with serious ambitions to be
a stranbéj would have to be publicly accepted as a pupil by a competent
teacher. Many of the Sinjari singers, and of those cited in ZK, learned from
their fathers or some singer in their own area. The local view that
innovation did not take place in the stran did make some allowance for
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differences in performance and virtuosity between different singers.
Informants would make such observations as ‘So-and-so sings a good
Derwéshé ‘Evdr’. A singer’s training and the identity of his master was also
a factor in his reputation. Recently, more methods of learning have become
open to would-be singers; if unable to be taught directly by a master, they
need no longer wait for performances to learn from him by imitation, but
can watch videos or listen to cassettes. These indirect methods were
apparently becoming more common in the Kurdish autonomous zone with
the prevalent interest in folklor, but in 1992 no-one who had learned in
such a way would be accepted as a truly authentic stranbéj.

Prose Narrative

In the case of the generally known ¢irok, modern resources such as
recordings and broadcasts have contributed to the transmission of
dominant versions, and the most well-known ¢irok, such as Mem and
Zin, seem to have become ‘fossilised’ into a generally known version;
substantial innovations or omissions are noted by the audience. As for
historical prose narrative, there is little direct evidence, but it would be
reasonable to assume that the same conditions pertain as for the stran,
namely that once a particular version has gained currency within the
community, major innovations are discouraged. It would appear that, for
the most part, prose narrative dealing with historical events is now most
often performed as an accompaniment to and explanation of the stran; the
evidence of the informants in the field seems to indicate that prose
narratives are rarely performed for their own sake, except where there is a
special interest, such as family history or a politically significant theme.
It is not clear how far ¢irok are formally taught. Those historical
narrative traditions which explain and correspond to the lyrical stran are
taught and passed on along with the stran. It is also unclear how easy it is
under present circumstances for personal recollections of the elderly to
become oral tradition, i.e. a historical account passed on through the
generations, unless these are preserved by a stran with its accompanying
explanation. Various informants described being taught about the events of
history, especially family history, by grandparents or great-uncles, who
often reminisced about the important events of their youth; they said that
knowledge of these had now declined since the death of these relations. It is
true that one would expect people to say knowledge had declined even
where it had not, in the same way that people would always say life was
better in the old villages even when it had been harder, but the upheavals in
Kurdish community life and the decline in the fora for public performance
of these traditions would seem to support popular opinion here. Prose
accounts of community history now seem to be part of the private domain,
rarely given even in the context of the extended family, and young people
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are claiming a lack of knowledge which, far from being a result of modesty
and a reluctance to claim inappropriate expertise, seems to be a source of
pain to some. It seems highly unlikely that immediate family history is no
longer being transmitted, but on a wider tribal and community level,
knowledge among young people of those traditions which are preserved
neither in writing nor in a reasonably durable genre such as stran is in
decline.

Wwomen'’s Lament

Although, according to Mrs R., every village has one or two women who
know how to perform reasonably, the distances travelled by the well-known
performers of sin are an indication of their pre-eminence and the value
placed on their skills. Women in environments such as Khanek learn to
practise these rituals of commemoration by participating in them. It is not
clear whether a woman becomes pre-eminent by becoming a pupil of a
well-known performer, or whether her fame spreads further afield from her
performances within her family group. Mrs R. said that young women were
not seeking to learn the skill nowadays.

RELATIVE STATUS AND FUTURE PROSPECTS

All of the traditional forms of Kurdish ‘folkloric’ discourse are under threat
from the decline in arenas for performance and competition from new
forms, such as the modern political Kurdish song. However, some have
better prospects for survival than others. The traditional stran enjoy a
position of prestige, and are especially closely associated with the Yezidi
community. The recent awakening of interest in folklore and the
availability of siran collected elsewhere increases the interest of younger
Yezidis in the form. Stram are still performed frequently, and their
association with large gatherings such as weddings and parties assures a
wide audience. However, there are good reasons for supposing that many
members of the audience find them very difficult to understand. The Sinjari
dialect is not always well understood by Sheykhanis; unfamiliar vocabulary
and the style of delivery, which alternates between great speed and lingering
on single syllables, conspire against the comprehensibility of the song’s
words. This was amply demonstrated when first a native Kurdish speaker of
Dihok, and then a young Sheykhani Yezidi, found great difficulty in
deciphering some passages from my collection for transliteration and
translation. Even the stranbéj Mr B., who at first declared that all the songs
were well-known to the audience, acknowledged when pressed that they
might be difficult for young Sheykhanis to understand in their entirety. It
seems that the lyrical nature of the songs is what ensures their popularity,
and that those among the audience who cannot understand every word
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literally have a somewhat impressionistic, emotional understanding of the
songs. The quality of the voice of the singer and his virtuosity are factors in
this; deep emotions can be conveyed by performance technique and musical
expression as well as by the words. The dancing of the peste is also
extremely popular. It was noticed above that the stranbéj often prefix the
musical performance with a prose narrative account of the story; this is,
incidentally, by no means peculiar to Kurdish songs — for instance, the
Jordanian Bedouin also give explanatory stories as a ‘foundation’ to poems
on historical subjects (Shryock 1997: 201). Similarly, the sacred Yezidi
gewls are also usually explained by a religious ¢irok. As the number of
occasions where historical prose narrative is performed declines, this may
become the primary opportunity of hearing such narrative for most of the
audience.

The ¢irok and historical prose narratives, although associated with the
same performance environment as stran, would be seen as a poor second at
parties and weddings, where dancing is considered essential. Local
gatherings seemed by 1992 to be dominated more often by contemporary
political discussion and by television than by traditional songs and stories.
Young people seemed less interested in historical prose narratives than in
the stran; the only performers found were elderly. Cirok well-known
throughout Kurdistan were becoming standardised by broadcast and
recording. The move to collect folklore seemed to be more associated with
verse than prose forms; prestigious forms were still being collected and the
collection of oral history from people of low status had not yet begun. Prose
narrative, both historical and fictional, seemed to be in decline.

Although one might expect the sin, as a woman’s genre with relatively
low status, to be in decline, this does not seem to be the case. Local
folklorists, with the exception of a single specialist, show little interest in it.
However, amongst the Yezidis, performing sin is still seen as a necessity.
Few young women were interested in specialising in this, but as of 1992
there was no shortage of skilled individuals. '

The traditional songs, both lyrical and narrative, and the prose
narratives which will be considered in the next three chapters, are both
history and literature for the Yezidis. The lyrical stran are composed and
performed with certain aesthetics in mind; they concentrate on certain
moments, personalities and situations from the past and on their emotional
impact. The prose narratives, on the other hand, are more obviously
designed for the transmission of information; they also have their own
aesthetics and stylistic devices, their own agendas and conventions. The
women’s lament is an emotional discourse, often intensely personal; this
will be explored further in Chapter Six. All these forms of discourse, and
the subject matter associated with them, are well known amongst the older
members of the Yezidi community in Badinan. Many of them expressed a
passionate attachment to these embodiments of their history. Amongst the

84




Chronological and Generic Frameworks in Yezidi Oral Tradition

younger Yezidis, there was less detailed knowledge of the events of the past,
but the traditions still had a resonance. Even for those with no belief in their
religion, the ‘legendary’ traditions, such as those surrounding Sheykh Adi,
coloured their world-view because they were so closely associated with the
attitudes and practices of the communities in which they had grown up;
such traditions could be embraced or rejected, but could never be neutral to
them. The secular traditions of the last two centuries or so were in many
ways less challenging and more readily believable for those educated in
State schools. These traditions were not part of the Iragi mainstream; they
were largely ignored by literate historical studies, and closely associated
with the identity of the Yezidi communities of the area. Moreover, the
secular traditions were also very flexible; those dealing with events in
Ottoman Turkey, with their wider Kurdish cultural reality, could easily be
incorporated into Kurdish nationalist thinking, whereas the many tradi-
tions emphasising Yezidi distinctiveness could be used by other parties to
distinguish them from other Kurds.3! Partial and localised as they are, both
the ‘traditional’ and the younger Yezidis see these artistic tellings of secular
events as their own distinctive history.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Battles, Heroes and Villains:
Portrayals of Conflict

INTRODUCTION

It is easy for outsiders to overestimate the frequency with which traditional
Yezidi society has resorted to violence to resolve both internal and external
conflicts. Roger Lescot’s memorable image of the tribesmen of Teref and
‘Eldina in Sinjar, who passed the time on summer nights by exchanging
insults and gunfire from the comfort of their own homes, sticks in the
European mind (1938: 180). It is all too easy to forget that not only Kurdish
tribal structures but also Yezidi religious hierarchies provide for the
resolution of many local disputes without violence, by negotiation and the
mediation of senior figures. Moreover, with the increase in power of the state
during the twentieth century, greater recourse was had to Iragi law rather
than local systems. Nevertheless, blood-feud and honour killings remain
widespread in Kurdistan, and, as the history of the Iraqi Kurdish movement
shows, armed resistance is still a common response to outside threat.

Since conflict is such an important part of Yezidi life, it is no surprise to
discover that it is also an important theme in Yezidi oral tradition. Many of
the lyrical stran describe battles great and small; narrative poetry recounts
the exploits of martial heroes. The great events and personalities of past
conflicts are recalled in conversation. Each genre has its own conventions
and stock elements, and the process of discerning an historical individual
amid the stock elements of the tradition can sometimes be a challenge for
the outsider; the Yezidis, of course, with their multi-layered understanding
of the messages conveyed by the various genres, would rarely need to
engage in such an exercise. Such oral traditions may retain considerable
power and influence, at least in sections of the community. One of the very
few people still alive today who played a part in the events of the traditional
stran is Qasim Shesho, who was involved in a blood-feud of the 1970s, the
subject of the Sinjari stran Seré Mala Seso, ‘The Battle of the House of
Shesho’. He expresses a distinct ambivalence at being immortalised in the
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stran; he considers the song to be dangerous, and that it is quite possible
that young men might hear it and be inflamed by'it into perpetuating the
conflict, perhaps causing more deaths.

In my analysis of the portrayal of conflict in Yezidi oral tradition, I will
pay particular attention to the conventions by which battles are described,
the description of heroes, and the depiction of villains, especially the rather
nebulous figure of ‘the government’. Given the complexity of the interplay
of the various genres used, I have opted to consider specific performances of
a small number of individual traditions in some detail, rather than make
very broad and possibly unjustifiable comparisons across a great breadth of
traditions. T will present the traditions, where possible, alongside some of
the relevant written records, in the hope of providing some insight into
what the Yezidis see fit to include and omit; it will also illustrate the effect
of the choice of genre on the traditions. The stran in particular, more
frequently performed among the Iragi Yezidis than narrative poetry, can be
seen in many ways as ‘texts’, but their performances differ considerably,
and the focus on specific traditions will enable the poetics and artistry of
individual performances to be described, and a picture built up of the
impressions conveyed by the different genres in which the traditions are
transmitted. The three traditions which will be considered in detail are:
Feriq Pasha, whose campaigns are still a byword for religious persecution,
Dawiidé Dawiid, the most famous Yezidi rebel against government forces,
and Derwésh or Derwishé ‘Evdi, the pre-eminent Yezidi martial hero. The
first two of these will illustrate how stran in particular (as opposed to prose
narrative) present conflict, and the third will show various ways in which
stran differs from narrative poetry and prose accounts. Both the Feriq and
Derwésh were nineteenth-century figures, but Dawid is still part of living
memory, described to me by various elderly people. These three traditions
all recount events in which Yezidis participated and where their Yezidism
was an issue; they are amongst the best-remembered episodes in Yezidi
history, famous enough to be well known to many other Kurds. They are
among the ‘defining memories’ of the Yezidi historical discourse.

Feriq Pasha, the ‘Lord Lieutenant’

‘The calamity that now looms largest in the communal memory is the “Year
of the General”, 1892, when ‘Umar Wahbi Pasha descended on their
villages with fire and sword, giving them the choice between adoption of
Islam or death ...” Such was the impression of C.J. Edmonds, as recorded in
his diaries between 1930 and 1945 (1967: 60), and the persecution by the
Feriq is still well known today. ‘

In 1892, Lieutenant-General ‘Umar Wehbi Pasha was sent to the Mosul
vilayet from Istanbul to reclaim outstanding taxes. Apparently he had a
special brief to convert as many Yezidis as possible to Islam with the
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eventual aim of instituting companies of (ex-)Yezidi ‘Hamidiyeh’ irregular
cavalry. The Yezidis’ traditional aversion to military service, which had
motivated the 1872 petition requesting exemption on religious grounds,
had long been a source of irritation to the Ottoman administration. ‘Umar
Wehbi Pasha forced conversion to Islam on a number of Yezidi dignitaries,
including the Mir, and when other Yezidis protested, sent punitive
expeditions to Yezidi communities, Soldiers set up camp in villages and
proceeded to harass the population. When fighting broke out, the
Sheykhani Yezidis in particular, who were farmers, were unable to defend
themselves. Villagers were massacred, the shrine at Lalésh was pillaged and
* turned over to Muslim control.! Those Yezidis who resisted conversion to
Islam, including the Mir’s brother, were tortured. With the effective fall of
Sheykhan as a centre of Yezidism, the religious centre shifted to Sinjar,
which offered sanctuary to Sheykhani refugees. It became a centre for anti-
Muslim feeling and for visionaries such as Kochek Mirza who predicted the
imminent collapse of Islam and triumph of Yezidism. The military
expeditions sent there by the Feriq failed, and only served to strengthen
the growing influence of tribes such as the Feqiran, led by Hemo Shéro, at
the expense of entrenched tribes such as the Mérkan who were felt to be
suspect as they included Muslims in their number. Intervention by the
British Foreign Office, combined, according to some sources, with the
advice of Ibrahim Pasha Milli, whose confederation included Yezidi tribes,
persuaded the Sultan to recall ‘Umar Wehbi Pasha in early 1893 (Guest
1993: 131-2; 134-42; Fuccaro 1999: 34-35).

During the first engagement in Sinjar in the summer of 1892, the police
colonel in charge of the government force reported ten Yezidis killed and
thirty-five wounded, with two soldiers killed and four wounded. One
hundred and twenty prisoners were taken to Mosul. During another
engagement in November of the same year, the government forces were
defeated, led into an ambush by tribesmen who had promised cooperation
in exchange for the safety of their villages. An expedition led by ‘Umar
Wehbi Pasha himself also failed; he then agreed to let the Sinjari Yezidis
keep their religion as long as they paid their taxes. After the Pasha was
dismissed from his post, the Sinjari Yezidis could not pay their taxes as they
did not have access to much of their livestock; Kochek Mirza’s predictions
also made the community restive. After another battle in 1893, government
forces and the Yezidi Sifiq Agha negotiated an uneasy peace.

The Feriq Pasha Stran

Most, if not all, of my informants knew of Feriq Pasha, but none of those I
interviewed felt their knowledge to be detailed enough to warrant its
recording as a narrative. However, the tradition was clearly flourishing in
stran form, as it featured on several of the cassettes I acquired. Four of these
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performances were of sufficient recording quality (just) to be fully
transcribed and compared; these were sung by five stranbéj. Unfortunately
[ was unable to obtain positive identification of three of these singers. The
first was mistakenly identified by the supplier of the tapes, a Muslim from
Sinjar, as Qarpal, a well-known Sinjari singer. However, comparison with
Qarpal’s other recordings, particularly with a video in the collection of a
knowledgeable friend, made it clear that this voice was not that of Qarpal. I
am still not in a position to suggest a more positive identity, and will use
‘Qarpal’ for want of a better alternative. The second was included in a
recording labelled ‘Jerdo and Kheyro’; there were two voices, one singing
the first stanzas and the other, an older man, singing the last. Neither was
the voice of the famous singer Kheyro Khelef, which is distinctive. The
name ‘Jerdo’ or ‘Rat’, unknown to my informants, is likely to be a
pseudonym; such names are sometimes used; Kheyro is not an uncommon
name. The third performance in my collection is sung, confusingly enough,
by the more famous Kheyro, Kheyro Khelef; the fourth is by Lezgin Seydo.
The fifth recording, by Pir Micho, only included part of the song. Later I
was shown another performance by Pir Micho, on video, recorded in
Europe, in the collection of Pir Khidir Siléman. I was unable to transcribe
this, though I did note down some interesting passages. Texts and
translations of these are in Part II.

These Feriq Pashas are clearly performances of the same song. They all
have many phrases and sometimes whole lines in common; in fact there are
remarkably few phrases or lines in any one which are not in any of the
others. Occasionally different vocabulary is used to express similar
sentiments. There are various major common elements.

The terms of discourse of emotion within the song are very similar in all
performances. All (except that of ‘Jerdo and Kheyro® where the first few
lines are not recorded) begin with a striking image of emotional anguish;
the world, or the heart, of the speaker, is ‘like the hoop of a sieve’.
Sometimes this is an introductory remark by the singer as ‘narrator’;
sometimes it is put into the mouth of one of the women in the song. In
Kurdish it is relatively common to express emotional pain by saying that the
heart feels narrow or constricted, or that it is burning. It is quite typical of
Kurdish folk poetry to combine such a usage with an object or scene from
everyday life, in this case the sieve, to create an arresting image. Alongside
the personal anguish goes the curse on the enemy; all the performances
contain the wish that God will not allow the house of Feriq Pasha to
endure. There is also anxiety in the song, expressed by the women watching
the battle, because they cannot hear the sound of a particular man’s gun.

All the performances featured the same protagonists, except that of Pir
Micho, who had his own reasons for making changes (see below). The
heroic fighters mentioned in all the performances are called Osé Mejdi
(elder brother of Pir Kemal, grandfather of the present Baba Chawish);
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Mihemé ‘Evdo (father of Saleh); Sifiigé Meto (father of Berjes), not the
Sifiiq Agha of the Musqoran known as Sifiq Pasha, who was ‘Chief of the
Mountain’, but a member of the influential Mehmiidi clan of the Simogan
tribe;? Dawi{idé ‘Isa (father of the famous Dawiidé Dawi{id of the Mérkan
tribe); ‘Eli Agha, whose gun was not heard during the battle, was a chief of
the ‘Eli Jermkan (Lescot 1938: 176). There are also two women, ‘Big’ and
‘Little’ Gulé - differentiated by their age — who observe and comment; in
some performances, a woman called Zerifka Osé also plays a part. The
locations and tribes mentioned are similarly consistent, such as the ‘shady
tree’ and the Sinjari peak of Chilméra. The village of Giré ‘Ereba belonged
to the Usivan, a clan of the Mala Khaliti tribe, which, along with the
Meérkan, Miisqoran, Bekiran and Habbabat tribes, formed a group called
the Jenewiyan (Lescot 1938: 257).3 These protagonists only represent a
small group of the Sinjari Yezidi tribes, and other tribes who did not fight
alongside them are strongly criticised, especially the Khwerkan.

The contents of the exhortatory speech made to the fighters before the
battle are also very similar in the different performances. Their Yezidi
identity is clearly stated, either by references to Yezidi heritage, or to the
help of the holy being Sultan Ezdi (Kreyenbroek 1995: 94). The men are
urged to fight bravely and, usually, not to take their eyes off the Ferig’s
army. The speaker hopes that they will drive the army to various distant
places, or that the army’s casualties will be so numerous that it will take
some time to collect them. The battle is described in an impressionistic way;
its sounds are mentioned in all the performances, and one performance
mentions the sight of falling shells. All the performances say the battle
lasted for three days. This is clearly a stock element, raising the obvious
question of how far all these parts of the song are characteristic of Kurdish
lyric in general and how far they are peculiar to PFeriq Pasha.

The constituents listed above, developed to various degrees, in differing
orders and with varying amounts of repetition, make up the entire content
of the performances (with the exception of a section of Kheyro’s
performance, where he suddenly mentions some new characters who may
well come from another song). One cannot seriously avoid the conclusion
that these are performances of one original composition. It is unlikely to be
a composition of Biroyé Sherqi, who must have arrived in Sinjar some
twenty years or more after this battle took place — it is so impressionistic
that whoever composed it must have had ready access to the protagonists
and witnesses very soon after the event. Mr B., a senior stranbéj, even
suggested to me that it may have been composed by one of the women who
watched the events unfold. In the absence of evidence, however, further
speculation on the Ur-Ferig Pasha stran is unlikely to be revealing, so I will
turn instead to types of variation on the common theme used by the
stranbéj and the ways in which they use the material to enhance their
performances.

90




Battles, Heroes and Villains

In many instances phrases, lines and groups of lines within the songs are
identical. The line Xodé o ava neke mala Ferig Pasha, ‘O God, do not leave
the house of Feriq Pasha standing’, for example, is used many times with
little or no variation. It is also common, however, for small variations in
these common elements to be inserted by different singers. ‘Qarpal’ uses the
following words in stanzas 2, 4, 6, 7 and 8:

Sad G nisiidéd Osé Mecdi keké The famous ones, the heroes, of Osé

Kemél, gelek hene ax Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother, there
are many, oh,

Sé denga dibéje Mihemé ‘Evdo He calls three times, to Mihemé

bavé Salayé Sifiqé Meto bavé Evdo, Saleh’s father, Siftigé Meto,

Berces, " Berjes’ father,

(‘Qarpal’ 2: 2-3, 4: 2-3, 6: 6, 7: 5-7, 8: 6-7).

He does not vary this except in stanza 7 when he makes the first of these
lines longer, not lowering the pitch until he has sung sé denga dibéje, and
beginning the next line with a higher note on Mihemé ‘Evdo.

Sad @ nestidéd Osé Mecdi, keké The famous ones, the heroes, of Osé
Kemél, gelek hene, sé denga dib&je  Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother, there
: are many, he calls three times, to
Mihemé ‘Evdo bavé Saleh ax Ewi  Mihemé ‘Evdo, father of Saleh, [To]
Sifiqé Meto bavé Berces ... that Sifiiqgé Meto, Berjes’ father ...
(7: 5=7).

Nevertheless he keeps to the same words. Other singers treat these lines
differently. Lezgin Seydo varies the word order; in stanza 1: 5 he has gelek
hene ‘there are many’ at the end of the line, in stanza 2: 2 at the beginning;
using it at the beginning signals that this particular section is about to be
repeated. ‘Jerdo and Kheyro’ and Kheyro Khelef use epithets describing the
protagonists, such as Mihemé ‘Evdo siwaré Bozé, ‘Mihemé ‘Evdo, rider of
Boz&’ (‘Jerdo and Kheyro® 6: 6; Kheyro Khelef 1: 7, 4: 5). Kheyro Khelef
and Lezgin occasionally lengthen these lines with emphatic words and
phrases such as wellé ‘by God’ and Xodé zane, ‘God knows’, as in:

Ewé gelek hene sad G nigtidéd, They are many, God knows, the
Xodé zane, Osé Mecdi keké famous ones, the heroes, of Osé
Kemél, Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother,
Mane sé denga gazi dike Sifiqé He calls out three times, to Siftiqé

Meto bavé Berces, wellah Mihemé Meto, Berjes’ father, obh God,

‘Evdo bavé Saleh, Dawiidé ‘Isa Mihemé ‘Evdo, Saleh’s father, and

bavé Déwéd, Dawiidé ‘Isa, Dawid’s father,
(Lezgin 8: 3-4).

Thus although these lines are common to all versions, they are not always
performed in the same way; such variations can be observed in other lines
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and groups of lines which are common to all the songs. The small additions
often do not change the meaning greatly, but can give differences in
emphasis or emotional tone.

In Kurdish verbal art in general, both prose and verse, one noticeable
feature is the use of two (usually) alliterative nouns with similar meanings,
linked by the word ‘and’. Like the common use of two verbs next to each
other, this device appears to give more vividness, and thus more force, to a
narrative; it is also frequently used in conversation. The stranbéj tend to use the
same examples of these, most obviously ‘Erz @ ‘eyél’; which I have translated
‘kith and kin’.# (‘Qarpal’ 2: 6; ‘Kheyro’ 6: 8; Kheyro Khelef 2: §; Lezgin 2: 7, 9,
11: 2; Pir Micho 1: 6); sad # nesiid ‘famous ones, heroes’, is very common in
these songs (‘Qarpal’ 2: 2,4: 2, 6: 6, 7: 5; 8: 6; ‘Jerdo’ 3: 1; 5: 2; Kheyro Khelef
1:4,2:2,4:5,5:7,6: 4; Lezgin 1: 5, 7, 2: 2, 5: 3, 8: 3, 9: 4, 10: 9).

Sometimes the different singers use different vocabulary, although they
clearly have the same idea in their minds. An instance of this occurs in the
expression of the wish that Ferlq Pasha’s army will not be able to claim its
dead for some time. ‘Jerdo and Kheyro’ and Kheyro Khelef wish that the
qog it ‘ereba, ‘coaches and carts’, of the government will not collect their
dead for a year and three months:

Belé bi Xodé, li cemé Bekira qo¢ i Yes, by God, and the coaches and

‘erebané hukumeté xelas nekin carts of the government will not have

cenaz {i lesa. finished with bodies and corpses.
(‘Kheyro’ 7: 10).

and:

Bi Xodé koc G erebané hukumeté li By God, may those coaches and carts
cemé Bekira xelas nekin meytan &  of the Government at the river
laga.’ Bekiran not finish with their bodies,
their corpses.
(Kheyro Khelef 5: 10-11).

This idea is expressed slightly differently by ‘Qarpal’:

... seri s€ roji tamam, dewleta ... when three days have passed,
hukumeta Feriq Pasa ax, Feriq Pasha’s government, oh,

Ce bavo bi tirimbéla xelas nake For certain, they won’t have finished
laséd kustiyan @ birindaran. collecting the bodies of their killed

and wounded in their cars.
(‘Qarpal’ 8: 8-9).

Lezgin (11: 6) also uses the word tirimbél, which is the same word as
‘automobile’. Since we may safely assume that the stran of Feriq Pasha was
composed not long after the events of 1892-3, tirimbél is clearly an
anachronism supplied by a later singer, or singers. The word ‘erebe is still
understood in many areas; in Diyarbakir it is used for ‘car’.’
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Another example is in the first speech of the female observer, usually
Little Gulé. ‘Qarpal’ has:

L& 16 xwehingé vé sibé tu karé xwe O, sister, this morning you do your

bike, work,
Emé ¢iné serbané Celméra gané We will go to the peak of Chilméra,
min bi gorl diyari sike, my life, just by the town,

(3: 4-35).
whereas Pir Micho, for instance, has:
Lé xwehingé rabim bicime seré Oh, sister, let me up and go to the top
ciyayé Singalé, of Mount Sinjar,
Serbané Cilméra pésberi siiké, The peak of Chilméra, looking out

over the town,
(2: 3-4).

Both clearly have the idea in their minds, that the women are going up to
find a vantage point to look out over the town, but express it in different
ways. They are expressing the same concept, part of the train of thought of
the original composition, but using different vocabulary.

Given that there is an ‘original’ composition, how far is it justifiable to
speak of ‘mistakes’ or ‘misunderstandings’ on the part of performers? There
is certainly a feeling among audience members that certain singers give a
more accurate telling of the song than others. Tiny differences in phrases
used at parallel points are easy to see. For instance, ‘Qarpal’s’ seventh
stanza begins as follows:

Ezido, kavlé bavé Reso bisewite bi  Oh Yezidi, let the ruins of Resho’s

geneka, father burn up, green bushes and all,
(7: 1)

whereas Pir Micho, in a parallel line, has:

Kavlé bavé Hemo gelek e, The ruins of Hemo’s father are many,
(3: 1).

He seems to have replaced genek with the more common word gelek.
However, such similar alternatives, which also make reasonable sense,
might well reflect earlier ‘mishearings’ or perhaps, different interpretations
of the wording of the original. However it is not fair to consider them as
‘incorrect’ either. Certainly the audience does not seem to consider them as
such. The fact that each works well within its own context shows that the
tradition retains its life as it develops.

Nevertheless there are some points where change is perceived as
‘incorrect’ by audiences. The most obvious such area is the list of names
of protagonists, the part of the song which most clearly does not consist of
stock elements and which distinguishes that song from all others. A case in
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point is Pir Micho’s performance on video, where the name of the well-
known leader Hemo Shéro, father of Seydo, is inserted among the heroes,
and Daw{idé Dawid is mentioned instead of his father Daw{idé ‘Isa. When
challenged on these changes by Pir Khidir Siléman and others afterwards,
Pir Micho conceded that the inclusion of Daw{idé Dawiid had been a slip of
the tongue, that is, a mistake in performance, but said that he had included
Hemo as a sop to Seydo’s son who was in the audience. Later on he
hardened his position, saying that Hemo had played a valiant part in that
engagement, fighting bravely over the body of Kemal (the brother of Osé
Mejdi) but that he had not been included in the song for reasons of Sinjari
internal politics and rivalries. He, Pir Micho, was only including him to
reflect the truth. Such an addition was clearly considered to be taking a
great liberty with the tradition, requiring justification. The stran are after all
a form of Yezidi history.¢

So what are we to make of the Yezidis’ repeated assertions that the songs
do not change? It is clear that Pir Micho had to explain himself to his
audience when he made perceptible alterations to a sensitive area. Among
the older Yezidis, there are clearly many Sinjaris and Sheykhanis who can
detect such changes. Some of those whom I met were able to recite part of
the song, but only a few lines at a time. It is obvious on consideration of
performances by different singers that there are not only differences in
vocabulary but also in the arrangement of material. However, these
differences were not fully acknowledged by informants when they recited
sections; they certainly did not say “This is Ferig Pasha as So-and-so sings
it.” If I were to counter with ‘So-and-so sings it differently’ they would either
not accept this, or hint in more or less diplomatic terms that So-and-so was
wrong. It seems that the knowledgeable members of the audience have a
strong idea of what should and should not be included in this stran, but that
their concept of it as an oral ‘text’ does not consider word-for-word
uniformity to be crucial. In general, innovation, or introduction of new
material into the song, is frowned upon, especially in certain core areas;
these include the melody, the key protagonists, and (probably) the key
locations. There also seem to be certain key images, such as the sieve, which
are strongly associated with that particular stran. For the less knowledge-
able members of the audiences, particularly the younger Sheykhanis, the
songs are more difficult to understand, especially for those performers with
a particularly fast delivery. These audience members would not be able to
distinguish anything less than major differences clearly and indeed would
probably not be very concerned about smaller innovations; for them, the
power of the song lies in its expression of emotion and performance
technique, and in general phrasing.
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Artistry in Performance

It is easy to see that although each performance contains more or less the
same elements, there is considerable variety in their arrangement, in the
emphasis placed on each, and that each singer is using the elements to craft
his own performance. The longest performance is by Lezgin, but Kheyro
Khelef’s version has more individual elements which are repeated less often.
The stanzas are of varying length even within individual versions. The scope
of the musical accompaniment also varies considerably.

Stanzas are clearly marked by musical interludes or pauses between them
and may be introduced by different devices.” The most common of these is to
begin with words expressing strong emotion, such as /é dayé, literally ‘o
mother’, or [é I, ‘oh, alas’ or even Ezdi o ‘O Yezidi’ (‘Qarpal’ 6: 1, 7: 1; ‘Jerdo’
2: 1, 4: 1, ‘Kheyro’ 7: 1); such expressions of emotion are common in Kurdish
lyric. Although many do have literal meanings and are not ‘nonsense syllables’,
they are not always interpreted by their audience in terms of these literal mean-
ings, but add emotional colour. A very common device is to begin a new stanza
with the last words of the previous one, as with ‘Qarpal’s’ first two stanzas:

Dilé mini teng e

Mina bt tara bé&jingé

Xwedé ava neke mala Feriq Paga li
beyana sibé

Ewé mal § malbata giné ba Sifiqé
Meto bavé Berces milké Feqira
wella

Rebené bi dara zivingé 0.

Bi dara zivingé
Sad G nigidéd Osé Mecdin keké
Kemél gelek hene ax

Sé denga dibéje Mihemé ‘Evdo
bavé Salayé Sifigé Meto bavé
Berces ,

‘Geli bav G bira, y& méri ¢ébin, lep
hilinin,

Bi izna Sultan Ezdi i emé vi ro vé
nizamé bigkéninin 4

Ce bi xwedg ji iro pasve ser kefte
ser deré Kur Bimbarek, ser ‘erz 0
‘eyél,

Ser miraté daré tifingé’.

My heart is tight,
Like the hoop of a sieve
Oh God, do not let the house of Ferig
Pasha be standing at dawn tomorrow,
That is a house and home of mourning
for Sifligé Meto, Berjes’ father,
property of the Feqiran, oh God,
Wretched ones by the shady tree.

(1: 1-6).

By the shady tree

The famous ones, the heroes, of Osé

Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother, there

are many, oh,

He calls three times, to Mihemé

Evdo, father of Saleh, Sifigé Meto,

Berjes’ father,

‘Dear fathers and brothers, do the

deeds of men, raise your hands,

If Sultan Ezdi permits, we will this

day break this system, and

As God’s my witness, from today

onwards war has come upon Kur

Bimbarek, on our kith and kin,

On the cursed wood of [our] rifles’.
(2: 1-7).
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This repetition is usually associated with shorter, rather than longer,
instrumental breaks between the stanzas. The device of repetition gives a clear
opening to the stanza; where there are words of emotion, these set the mood.

‘Qarpal’s’ first seven stanzas are relatively short (less than eight lines
long) but thereafter they lengthen to about ten lines; ‘Jerdo’ begins with
shorter stanzas, ‘Kheyro’ has longer ones. Lezgin’s stanzas are generally
longer than eight lines; Kheyro Khelef’s are irregular, with the majority
longer than eight lines, but no discernible pattern or progression in stanza
length. Pir Micho has a little under or over ten lines. The amount of
instrumental accompaniment also varies; ‘Qarpal’ generally has no musical
accompaniment while he sings and very short gaps between stanzas with
only a repeated chord. Only when he has finished Ferig Pasha and is
moving on to the next song does his musical accompaniment have melody
rather than mere repetition of a chord. ‘Jerdo’ has slow, quiet repeated
chords while he sings and melodies between stanzas; these melodic
interludes lengthen when his stanzas lengthen. Kheyro Khelef and Lezgin
do not generally play as they sing but do play between stanzas.

The stanzas seem to be arranged with some care. Each singer introduces
his song differently but clearly. ‘Qarpal”s first stanza consists of
introductory remarks about how tragic events are, a curse on the Feriq,
introduction of Sifiigé Meto, and ends with the specific of the dara zivingé
‘shady tree’. Kheyro Khelef prefers to begin with the action of the army’s
sudden attack. Lezgin has the girl calling out. All include the motif of the
world being like the circle of a sieve. The repeated lines may be used to
considerable effect in the structure of stanzas. ‘Qarpal’s’ second stanza
introduces the leaders and outlines their opposition to the Feriq, adding
that war has come into the Yezidis’ midst. After stanza 3, which concerns
Little Gulé, he returns to the leaders in stanza 4, repeating much of what he
said previously, and adding the wish to drive Feriq Pasha to Kirkuk. The
core lines about the famous heroes (as quoted above) are repeated in the
middle of stanzas 6, 7, and 8, with different flourishes at the end:

Sad @ nesiidéd Osé Mecdin keké The famous ones, the heroes, of Osé
Kgrnél gelek hene, sé denga dibéje  Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother, there
Mihemé ‘Evdo bavé Saleh Sifig¢  are many, he calls three times,

Meto bavé Berces, Mihemé Evdo, father of Saleh, Sifiigé

Meto, Berjes’ father,
‘Geli bav @ bira, méri ¢ébin, lep ‘Dear fathers and brothers, do the
hilinin, . deeds of men, raise your hands,
Bi izna sultan Ezdi, emé iro vé If Sultan Ezdi permits, we will this
nizamé biskéninin, day break this force,
Emé beré nizama Feriq Paga bidin ~ We will drive away this force of Ferlq
miraté Diyarbakir. Pasha to cursed Diyarbakir.’

(6: 6-9).
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Sad 1 nesiidéd Osé Mecdi, keké The famous ones, the heroes, of Osé
Kemél, gelek hene, sé denga dibéje Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother, there
are many, he calls three times,

Mihemé ‘Evdo bavé Saleh ax To Mihemé Evdo, Saleh’s father, oh,
Ewi Sifigé Meto bavé Berces, [To] that Sifligé Meto, Berjes’ father,
‘Geli bav i bira, yé méri ¢ébin, lep  ‘Dear fathers and brothers, do the
hilinin, R deeds of men, raise your hands,
Bi izna Siltan Ezdi i emé iro vé If Sultan Bzdi permits, we will this
nizamé biskéninin & day break this force,
Ce bi Xwedé ji niro i pasve ev As God’s my witness, from today
namis, namisa Xodé ye, namiisa  onwards this honour, this is God’s
wi Mirza, mala kogeka 0.’ honour, the honour of that Mirza, of

the kochek clan.’ _

(7: 5-10).

Sad G nesidéd Osé Mecdi, keké The famous ones, the heroes, of Osé
Kemél gelek hene, sé denga dibéje  Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother, there
Mihemé ‘Evdo bavé Saleh ax are many, he calls three times, to

Mihemé Evdo, father of Saleh, oh,
Sifiqé Meto bavé Berces, ‘Geli bav ~ Sifiigé Meto, Berjes’ father, ‘Dear

{i birayé méri ¢ébin, lep hilinin, fathers and brothers, do the deeds of
. men, raise your hands,
Bi izna Siltan Ezdi, seri sé roji If Sultan Ezdi permits, when three
tamam, dewleta hukumeta Feriq days have passed, Feriq Pasha’s
Pasa ax, government, oh,
Ce bavo bi tirimbéla xelas nake For certain, they won’t have finished
lagéd kustiyan a birindaran.’ collecting the bodies of their killed
and wounded in their cars.’
(8: 6-9).

The section ending each stanza makes a different point; firstly, the wish to
drive Ferlq Pasha to Diyarbakir, (like Kirkuk, a distant place, but in a
different direction), then the honour for the Yezidis, and finally, the wish
that the government will not be able to collect their dead for three days.
Several of ‘Qarpal’s’ stanzas have an obvious parallel structure, with the
repetition of the core lines leading the audience on to the varying motifs at
the end of the stanza. The structure of ‘Jerdo and Kheyro’s’ performance is
very similar. Kheyro Khelef’s song is slightly different. He introduces the
leaders in his first stanza, and makes them describe their need to protect
themselves in the second. The third concerns the girl who comments on the
battle and is anxious about one of the fighters. Stanzas 4-6 contain much
more description of the site and action of the battle than ‘Qarpal’ and
‘Jerdo and Kheyro’, but also include the core lines about the leaders with an
expansion of their speeches, building up to the final lines of these stanzas,
which are a description of the bloodshed, a wish that the government will

97



Battles, Heroes and Villains

not be able to collect its dead for a year and three months, and a wish to
drive Feriq Pasha’s army to Kirkuk. Lezgin’s performance also includes
repetition of these core lines in different stanzas, but like Kheyro Khelef, he
includes a wealth of other details and the result is a more complex product.
One of the most noticeable aspects of Lezgin’s structural arrangement is the
role played by ‘Little’ Gulé, who speaks to ‘Big’ Gulé, and is mentioned far
more often than in the other versions. Lezgin mentions her by name in
stanzas 1, 4, 7 and 10; ‘Qarpal’ only in stanza 3; ‘Jerdo’ has Gulé in stanza
2, and possibly in 8 with Zerifka Osé; Kheyro Khelef has Zerifka Osé
addressing a woman called Gulé,? in stanza 3. Pir Micho mentions Gulé
only in stanza 2.

After stanza 6 Kheyro Khelef’s performance moves into another song,
with very similar melody and vocabulary, without warning. He suddenly
introduces characters not mentioned elsewhere, and none of the familiar
characters are mentioned again. The pause between the end of stanza 6,
which states a clear wish to drive Feriq Pasha’s army off towards Kirkuk,
and the beginning of stanza 7 which brings in the new characters, is no
longer than pauses between other stanzas; the tune does not change, though
there are more of the emotional /¢ dayés than usual at the beginning of this
stanza. The audience does not appear to react particularly strongly. One
wonders whether Kheyro Khelef felt that this second theme was particularly
appropriate for following Ferig Pasha, or whether he felt the performance
needed a few more tragic stanzas, and this was well-remembered and
convenient. Whichever is true, this example shows the degree of freedom
with which songs may progress from one to another during a performance.

Kheyro Khelef’s performance of his Feriqg Pasha stanzas is a good
example of how the stranbéj uses his skill to fashion traditional elements
into a performance. He may fairly be described as the most flamboyant of
the singers; he is certainly one of the most famous and admired of the
Sinjari stranbéj. His performance here is enthusiastically received by its
audience, and some of the devices he uses are worth noting as they are
typical of the genre. In this performance, he does not generally play while
he sings; when his substantial melodic interludes between stanzas finish, all
attention is thus on his singing.

He moves into Ferig Pasha from another stran, ‘Ebdelleh Beg. Although
the music does not stop, he signals to the audlence that a new song is
coming by changing the melody. His first stanza sets the mood with an
introduction of /¢ dayé, sung slowly: :

Lé 1& dayé Alas, alas, mother,

Lé dayé ax Alas, mother, oh,

Lé belé Xodé zane vé sibé ‘esker bi  Yes, God knows, this morning soldiers
ser me dihatin, dinya li me teng b4 came upon us, our world became
weke tara béjingé, narrow as the hoop of a sieve,
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Lé 1&é Xodé zane gelek hene sade i Oh, God knows, there are many, the

nisiidé Osé Mecdi keké Kemal, famous ones, the heroes, of Osé
Mejdi, Kemal’s elder brother,

Ewi Dawiidé ‘Isa babé Dewé, That Dawiidé ‘Isa, Dawiid’s father,

Fwe Mihemedé Osé xodé zanibe = That Mihemedé Osé, God knows,

Sifigé Meto babé Berces, Sifiigé Meto, Berjes’ father,

Ewi Mihemé ‘Evdo siwaré Bozé ‘Mihemé ‘Evdo, rider of Bozé, Saleh’s

babé Saleh, father,

Belé wellah sé denga gazi dike Yes, by God, he calls three times to

segmané Ezidiya, séwir 0 tekbiréd the Yezidi marksmen, he stirs them

giran dane ra- up with great thoughts,

Seri geliyé Kirsé bin dara zivingé. = Above the Kirsé valley under the
shady tree.

He puts the initial information of the attack and the comment (that the
world is as narrow as a sieve) into one long line, sung very quickly, after
which he repeats a chord several times before beginning the next line. He
then moves on to the heroes’ names, but instead of putting them all into two
or even one line, they are spread out over four, lingering on the last syllables
of those names that are at the end of the line. He only spends so long over
the names in this introductory stanza, not in later stanzas. As he finishes
their names, he provides a ‘false climax’, as it were, to the stanza by
lowering the pitch as if he were finishing the stanza; however, he lets the
discerning among the audience know that this is not really the end by
refraining from playing during the last word. (When a stanza is really at an
end, Kheyro begins to strum during the last word or so). He then finishes
setting the scene by saying that Mihemé ‘Evdo cried out three times, but not
going into details of what he said, and by locating him at a specific
geographical point — the shady tree near a particular valley.

‘AhP, ‘Oh!’ say the audience appreciatively as he performs a melodic
interlude, at the end of which he signals the beginning of the new stanza
with rhythmic repeated chords, and recalls them to the song by repeating
the last words of the previous stanza:

Belé bira li bin dara zivingé Yes brothers, under the shady tree,

Gelek hene sade G nigtidéd There are many, the famous ones, the

Mihemé ‘Evdo bavé Saleh, heroes of Mihemé ‘Evdo, Saleh’s
father,

S¢ denga gazi dike, ‘Segmane He calls three times, ‘Yezidi

Ezidiya bikin bilezinin, beré xwe ji marksmen, act now, be busy, don’t

kozik & cepera megérinin, turn your gaze from their trenches

“and dugouts,
Ew cavé xwe ji nizamé Feriq Paga  Don’t let your eyes be frightened of
kalibe girane mane metirsinin, Feriq Pasha’s overwhelming forces,
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‘Erz G ‘eyal glili soré xwe vé sibé ji
desté nizamé bifikinin,

Ce bi Xodé desté me ji guli soré me
qut be
Desté me da nema %éri tifingg.

Liberate your kith and kin, your red-
braids this morning from the hand of
{his] force,

As God’s my witness, let our hands be
separated from our red-braids,

In our hands there is nothing left but
the gun.’

He gives his audience the leader’s speech they have been waiting for,
stressing the fact that the Yezidis are defending what is dearest to them.
Stanzas 3 and 4 focus on Zerifka Osé, her anxieties and what she has
seen of the battle. However, more detail of the battle itself, as viewed from
above, is given in stanza 5. Its beginning parallels stanza 4, which began:

Lé dayé
Lé dayé diyarf min @ kiirana
Bekira bigewite wa bi bera,

Alas, mother,
Oh, let my region and the Bekiran
valley burn, stones and all,

(4: 1-2).

Stanza 5 begins in a very similar way, and its first two lines are greeted by
Tew, tew! Bravo!” from the audience:

Lé dayé, 1& dayé,

Diyari min @ ktirana Bekira
bigewite wa bi kasa

Xwedé dani ser cemé Zogayé li
gundé me Giré ‘Ereba, sé bélikéd
girané ji ‘eskeré Feriq Pasa,

Ew miné déna xo dayé, bi desté
péyayéd Singariya kitekité resoka
miratéd Hadi Pasa,

Di desté péyayéd ‘eskeré Feriq
Pasa miratéd topa, Xodé zane disa
dubari van resasa

Ew miné déné xwe dayé, biné
‘eskeré mesiya li aliya xerbi ra
gehiste birka ‘Elf Paga

Belé li aliya serqé ra kete cemé
Regse, gelek hene sad G nistide
xortéd Usiva xortéd Mérka G
Bekira,

Ew dibéjé,‘Geli bav @ bira méri
cébin, lep hilinin eniska bi kozika
meteresa bikutinin,
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Alas, mother,

Let my region and Bekiran valley
burn up, hills and all,

By God, they attacked by the river
Zoqa, at our village, Giré ‘Ereba, three
full companies of Feriq Pasha’s army,
I was looking at it, in the hands of the
Sinjari foot-soldiers, the musket-fire
of Hadi Pasha’s cursed ones,

In the hands of Feriq Pasha’s infantry,
the cursed cannon, God knows, again
the repeating machine-guns,

I was looking at it, below the soldiers,
below the army was marching, on the
western side ‘Eli Pasha’s regiment
arrived,

Yes, to the east, where the river Resha
is, they are many, there are many, the
famous, the heroes, Usivan lads,
Meérkan and Bekiran lads,

He said, ‘Dear fathers and brothers,
do the deeds of men, raise your
hands, elbows to the trenches, strike
their positions,
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Ew ¢eqmaggé tifinga rakin iseka t¢  Raise the bolts of your rifles, load

bixinin. them with cartridges.

Bela ji pé ‘eskeré Feriq Paga May this army of Feriq Pasha not

venagerin mala saleke sé heyva, return home for a year and three
months,

Bi Xodé kog G erebané hukumeté i By God, may those coaches and carts

cemé Bekira xelas nekin meytan @  of the Government at the river

laga.’ Bekiran not finish with their bodies,
their corpses.’

This description of the battle, gives more details of its location, action and
participants than before. The lines are quite long and all performed at great
speed, with usually only one breath per line. It seems that the ability to sing
long lines is prestigious, and is part of that same ability to sing for a long
time without forgetting or losing one’s voice which is so esteemed by the
Yezidis; certainly a succession of several long lines forming a substantial
stanza seems to please audiences. Kheyro and the others often lengthen lines
by adding such emphatic words as mane, weleh and 1é belé or even mi di ‘1
saw’; some of these long lines receive appreciative shouts of zew.

Comparison of these performances of Ferig Pasha shows that although
the ingredients and much of the phraseology of the stran are fixed, the
stranbéj has the freedom to structure the material as he sees fit for the
purposes of his performance. However, perceptible innovation is frowned
upori.

Dawidé Dawid

Dawiidé Daw{id was a chief of the Mérkan, or Mihirkan, of Mount Sinjar
in the first half of the twentieth century. Described by Edmonds as ‘the
stormy petrel of Sinjar’, (1967: 62) he is well known throughout the Yezidi,
Muslim and Christian communities of Badinan for his resistance to the
government.’

The key feature of Dawiid’s political activity was his opposition to the
British appointment of Hemo Shéro as paramount ‘Chief of the Mountain’
at the end of the Great War, a title he held until his death in his nineties in
1933. The Yezidis called him ‘the Pasha of the mountain’; he received a
salary of 600 rupees from the government (Lescot 1938: 184). In terms of
State systems of authority, his significance was limited, and he had no
official position in the local Iraqi administration (Fuccaro 1999: 92);
however, among the Yezidis, according to Empson (1928: 95), the position
of ‘Chief of the Mountain’ was second only to that of the Mir in temporal
terms. There seems to have been some difference between Yezidi
perceptions of authority and those of the government. For years Hemo
had taken a resolutely anti-Turkish stance; as we have seen, oral tradition
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(sometimes) assigns him an honourable role in the conflict with the forces of
‘Umar Wehbi Pasha, and a number of Christians remained under his
protection during the War and afterwards.

Dawiid’s objections to Hemo were not merely personal; Hemo and his
tribe, the Feqiran, which had only come to prominence in the time of his
father, were regarded with suspicion by many of the longer-established
Sinjari tribes. Dawiid was a traditional leader of aristocratic tribal
background; he described Hemo as a ‘beggar’ who had first relied on the
commoners and then on the British and Iraqgis (Edmonds 1967: 63).
Empson (loc. cit.) notes that one of the main sources of conflict with
Hemo Shéro was the contrast between Dawiid’s religious conservatism
and Hemo’s lack of orthodoxy. Dawiid was aligned during the last years
of Ottoman rule and later in the 1920s with a number of tribes of a
broadly ‘pro-Muslim’ complexion, which contained Muslims as well as
Yezidis, and also included certain anti-Christian figures such as ‘Eto and
Meto of the Habbabat. Although in earlier years he might have been in a
position to receive government support, it seems unlikely that by the end
of the War Dawiid himself was pro-Turkish, given that he and Hemo led
the tribesmen to shelter in the caves of Sinjar from an Ottoman attack in
1918 (Guest 1993: 180). He was apparently hostile to all external
government forces, and became more so with the passing of time, and his
alliance was not so much ‘pro-Muslim’ as ‘anti-Hemo’ (Fuccaro 1999:
96). Although Hemo retained his office to the end of his life, in his old age
much of his administrative work was carried out by his son Khodéda,
who, according to Lescot (1938: 184), had not inherited his prestige,
though he was recognised by the Iraqi government (on whom he relied for
his authority) as Hemo’s successor. Dawfid continued to challenge Hemo
whenever possible. For example, when in his eighties, Hemo abducted the
fifteen-year-old daughter of a Feqiran chief and refused to pay
compensation to her father, Muradé Serhan. British attempts to intervene
did not succeed, and when Dawi{id took the side of the father, open war
almost broke out and was narrowly averted (Lescot 1938: 184). Edmonds
(1967: 61) remarks that by this time Hemo had become ‘a despotic old
dotard’. _

Dawiidé Dawid rebelled openly against the government twice. The first
rebellion, over the period 1924-5, centred on Dawiid’s opposition to
Hemo’s status; the amount of support given to Dawiid from other tribes on
the Mountain shows the strength of anti-Hemo feeling there. Many tribes
were fragmented, with some sections following Hemo and others following
Dawiid. Fuccaro’s account rightly counsels against any interpretation of
these events as a popular uprising against national government, because it
was so localised (1999: 101); nevertheless, Dawiid himself was implacably
opposed to the government, even offering in 1924 to make common cause
with Hemo in an anti-government alliance. He became a symbol of
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resistance locally and both Yezidi and wider Kurdish discourses now give
him a much broader significance in the history of the Kurdish struggle.

After various initial skirmishes, the decisive event remembered in Yezidi
accounts of the time is the bombing by the RAF of the villages of Zérwan
and Mérkan where Daw(d was based. This took place over several days,
whilst Dawid’s allies, Sheykh Khelef of the Haskan and Sheykh Khidir of
the Qiran, fought against Hemo’s forces elsewhere. Although The Times of
21 April 1925 blandly mentions planes escorting armoured cars sent to
‘overawe’ Daw(d it is clear that this, one of the earlier instances of the
British policy of using air power to subdue troublesome colonial
populations, was much more heavy and hostile than was publicly admitted,
even allowing for some exaggeration in contemporary Yezidi accounts of
hundreds dead and wounded. One of the planes was brought down by
Sinjari rifle-fire. :

Dawiid’s second rebellion, in late 1935, was over the sensitive issue of
military service. Under the British mandate, which ended in 1932, there had
been no compulsory military service; attempts from 1924 onwards to form
an all-Yezidi squadron within the Iraq Levies, initially intended to bring the
tribes closer to the British, had foundered in the late 1920s due to Yezidi
non-cooperation (Browne 1932: 33; Fuccaro 1999: 111-2). However, in
1934 the newly independent Iraqi government passed the National Defence
Law, which initiated compulsory service. This law seems also to have met
with mixed reactions outside the Yezidi community. L’Asie francaise (aofit-
sept 1935: 241) reported that despite the justification of the law by the
minister of defence, Ja‘far Pasha al-‘Askeri, on the grounds that it would
give Iraq greater security, many Iraqis were unhappy with it and
considerable numbers of young men born between 1914 and 1917 were
attempting to leave the country and having their passports withheld. Within
the Yezidi community the law must have caused consternation, but when
Dawiid’s refusal to register the Mérkan for service became an open revolt,
none of the other Sinjari chiefs followed him; indeed Sinjari villages loyal to
the government were used as a base by the government forces in their armed
response (Lescot 1938: 192-3). Although Longrigg (1953: 242) describes
the battle itself as ‘bloodless’, the Yezidi oral tradition differs; it is clear that
government forces won a decisive victory. Daw(d took refuge in Syria with
the Arab chieftain Dahham al-Hadi, who, like Daw{id, was feuding with
the Shammar Sheykh ‘Ajil. According to Lescot (1938: 187) Dahham
attempted unsuccessfully to convert Dawiid to Islam. Dawiid was soon
arrested and interned.

According to several accounts, government reprisals were brutal, no
doubt because the rebellion was construed as evidence of the perceived
threat posed to the Iraqi state by the non-Muslim minorities, a feeling
which had also led to massacres of Christians in 1933. Those responsible
received severe sentences and certain Christians whose role in Dawiid’s
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rebellion was unclear, but who were known to have been associated with
earlier activity on behalf of non-Muslims, were executed. Mérkan villages
were burned. However, many of those imprisoned were released within the
next year through the intervention of C. J. Edmonds with Rashid ‘Ali,
Minister of the Interior, and, after the coup of October 1936, with the new
Prime Minister Hikmat Sulayman (Lescot 1938: 193; Edmonds 1967:
63—4; Fuccaro 1999: 165).

Whether present, or absent as fugitive or prisoner, Daw(id’s influence
was felt on Mount Sinjar. After his flight to Syria in 1935, many of his
supporters tried to join him (Longrigg 1953: 242). When Edmonds visited
Sinjar for the last time in 1945, he was petitioned for Dawid’s release by
Sheykh Behri, guardian of one of the shrines of Sherefedin (1967: 69).

Dawiidé Dawtlid: The Oral Traditions

Dawid is part of living memory, commemorated in various forms of oral
tradition. Here I will consider the stran called Dawddé Dawiid and an
account of his life given by his son ‘Emer to Khelil Jindl Rashow in 1977
(Siléman and Jindl 1979: 185ff). The two Dawidé Dawiid stran
performances given here are from different sources. One is from my own
collection of pre-recorded material, and the other was recorded by Jelilé
Jelil in Syria (Jelil 1985: 156). I have used Jind{’s account of Daw(id mainly
because T was unable to secure any kind of detailed description of the man
or of his career in my own interviews. Most Sheykhanis claimed they did
not know the story in enough detail to tell it to me. I did have a brief
meeting with a Sinjari who remembered him well, but I was unable to
arrange to come again to Ba‘dré, where he lived, at a time when he was
there. He described Dawiid as ‘a small red man, always in prison or waging
war’; despite Dawiid’s ordinary appearance, he considered him to be an
extraordinary man, and admired him enormously.

Khelil Jindi Rashow wrote in the introduction to his interview with
Dawiid’s son (and has since confirmed to me) that it comes from the mouth
of ‘Emeré Dawiid. It can be seen that some nominal and verbal forms are
slightly ‘normalised’ towards those of the Sheykhani dialect of Siléman and
Jindi rather than the Sinjari of ‘Emeré Dawad. Thus the transcription has
third person singular verbal forms such as bicit ‘he goes’, the subjunctive
bistinit ‘(may) he take’; in the Sinjari dialect, these ought to be bice, bistine.
The common verb “to fall’ is given as keftin; in Sinjari we would expect
ketin. (Blau 1975: 61-2, 65). However, the transcription convincingly
follows the rhythms and patterns of spoken anecdote. Direct speech is
directly introduced, and the person of the verb is not changed, as in ‘Emeré
Dawiid digot téte bira min ... “Emeré Dawid said, I recall ... and belé
‘Emeré Dawid dibéjit babé min ... ‘But, ‘Emeré Dawdd says, my father
..., Later in the account, explanations of Sinjari names are put into the
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form of footnotes, presumably to avoid detracting from the flow of the
narrative.!0 Strong opinions, no doubt ‘Emer’s own, are expressed.

The two relevant stran performances which I have included in Part IT are
both known as Dawiidé Dawiid. One is by the Syrian stranbéj Silo Koro
and the other by ‘Pir Qewwal’, the pseudonym of a relation of Pir Giro and
Pir Micho. I will not discuss their performance techniques in any detail; one
is taken from a published work (Jelil 1985) which does not include an
account of the performance, and the recording I have in my own collection
uses techniques to enhance the performance which are typical of the Sinjari
stranbéj, and which I have outlined in my description of the Feriq Pasha
traditions. At this stage I will make some brief observations on the
differences between the two, and on the arrangement of material, and will
include a few quotations to give a flavour of the song.

Both versions are variants of the same song, though Silo’s is longer and
seems more complete. Each begins with painful emotions and with an
arresting image, of plucking the head off the partridge and lily, both
beautiful things in the imagery of Kurdish folklore; this is expressed by a
woman called Shérin, who is mourning the loss of her son Memo. She calls
for help, which does not come. Silo’s performance adds a comment about
the treachery of other Sinjaris; his first stanza is as follows:

Lé dayé, 1é dayé, 1& dayé,

Sériné digo, ‘Memo, lawo, péjna
Memé min nayé,

Bira seré kewé sori sosini jékin,

Bigerénin li devé dayré qehwocaxé
bi Bexdayé ,

Bira navé kustina Memo bela bibe
li dinyayé,

Resoyé Qulo xéré nebine ser jé
nayeé,

Hiséné Berces kicfik &t meziné
ciyayé Sengalé anine rayé,

Ezé ¢i bikim, beré xorté cana dane
sefera Kerbelayé,

Beré Dawiidé Dawiid, bavé Hadi,
keke ‘Eysané, ketiye sefera ser
Hilayé.’

Alas, oh mother, alas, alas,

Shérin said, ‘Memo, my lad, the figure
of my Memo doesn’t come to me,
Let them pluck off the head of the
partridge, red as an iris,

Let them bring it as far as the office of
the head of barracks in Baghdad.
Let the news of the killing of Memo
become a disaster in the world.

May Resho Qulo not see good
fortune, there is no fighting from him,
Huseyn Berjes made the great and the
small of Mount Sinjar change their
opinion,

What shall T do? He sent our
handsome lads off to Kerbela,
Dawiidé Dawiid, Hadi’s father,
‘Eyshan’s elder brother, made the
journey to Hillah.’

The personalities mentioned are consistent, though there seems to be a little

garbling.

Like the Ferig Pasha stran, the fighters are addressed and encouraged to
fight well. Both performances phrase this in a similar way:
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Dawiidé Déwiid bi sé denga gazi

dike “Udémé Hezo Hesoke Hemzi
Silemané Mehmiid,bavé me, méri
cébikin bixebitin,

Vé sibé htiné dest hilinin ... méra
bikujin xwina narinci ber ‘erdé
weslnin,

Desté xwe li gebdé xencera
bisidinin,

Cavé xwe ji béltiké ‘eskera, nizama
Inglizi bigkinin,

Bira vé sibéké disayé,

Em dest bi kicik & meziné Ezdiyé
ciyayé Singalé bikin,

... texté ‘emré Gezl bergehé wé
Bexdayé. ..’

Dawiidé Dawiid calls out three times
to Udémé Hezo, Hesoké Hemzi,
Silémané Mehmid, ‘Oh you fathers
of ours, do the work of men, keep
struggling,
This morning you will raise your
hand, ... kill men, make the orange
blood pour forth on the earth,
Squeeze the handle of your daggers in
your hands,
[Don’t take] your eye from the
companies of soldiers, break the
English force,
This morning again let it happen,
We will begin with the great and
small of the Yezidis of Mount Sinjar,
... the throne in the time of Ghazi ...
the view of Baghdad...

(‘Pir Qewwal’ 3: 6-12).

In their description of the battle, both mention the arrival of the army of
Sheykh ‘Isa Effendi, though Silo adds other details: Memo shot down a
warplane, Silémané Mehmid stabbed a man holding a rifle, the sound of
weapons ‘stirred up the world’ and ‘set the world on fire’. Both site the
action near the the peak of Chilméra and the wood in the Bekiran valley;
both allude to the barracks of Baghdad and Kerbela and Hillah, in the
South of Iraq, where some of Daw{id’s fighters were exiled and imprisoned.
As with the Ferig Pasha stran, each performer arranges the material in
his own way. Silo has two long stanzas together (5 and 6) but in general
alternates long stanzas with short repeated refrains (2, 4, 7) calling for help
which does not come and saying that Sinjar is treacherous. Stanza 4 is as
follows: '

De nayé, de nayé,

Sériné digo, ‘Ez& hawar dikim,
hawar nayé,

Hawar heye, 1¢ hindad ji me ra
nayé,

Ez i bikim, qublit & semalé ¢iyayée
Sengalé temam xayinin,

Kesek di hawar G hindada Dawiidé

Dawid bavé Hadi keké Eysané i
min nayé.
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Oh, it doesn’t come, it doesn’t come,
Shérin said ‘T am calling for help, help
doesn’t come,

There is help, but real help doesn’t
come to me.

What shall T do? The South and the
North of Mount Sinjar are full of
treachery.

No-one comes to me with real help
for Daw(idé Dawfid, Hadi’s father,
Eyshan’s elder brother.
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Pir Qewwal’ has a similar short stanza, also used as a refrain (1, 2, 4). Silo
focuses more strongly on Shérin and Memo; both stranbéj open with
Sherin’s anxieties about him, but Silo comes back to him in stanzas 3, § and
6. Stanza 5, given below, includes his reply to her, telling her about his
exploits in the battle. The pathos of the lost son addressing his mother in
this stanza is obvious:

18, 1&, 1& dayé, 1&, 18, 1 dayé, Alas, alas mother, alas mother,
Seriné digo, ‘Memo lawo, sereke Shérin said, ‘Memo, my lad, a battle
qewimi li dara geliyé Bekira, li happened at the wood in Bekiran
gaza Cileméri, li navsera ¢iyayé valley, in the district of Chilméra, in
Sengalé, the middle of Mount Sinjar,

Ji xema dilé min G te ra li wi bani, - To the pain of your heart and mine in
this high place,
Me qaleke giran danibil li navsera We made a great noise in the middle
ciyayé Sengalé li wi bani, of Mount Sinjar, in this high place,
Mi di ‘eskeré Séx ‘Isa Efendi, bag  We saw the soldiers of Sheykh ‘Isa
qumandaré dewleté Huséin Foucé  Effendi, the commander-in-chief of
Pasa bi ‘emré melik Xazi, li kozik  the country of Huseyn Fewzi Pasha
i ceperé Memo, bi hewa kete bani, by command of king Ghazi, at
Memo’s trenches and dugouts,
they flew overhead.’

Giregira midiri‘a, dengé regas @ The firing of Mausers, the noise of

bélafira dinya tev hilani, automatic rifles and aircraft stirred
up the world,

Sériné digo, ‘Memo lawo, péjna Shérin said, ‘Memo, young man, the

Memé min nayé, figure of my Memo doesn’t come to
me,

Ez nizanim Memé mi kani.’ I don’t know where my Memo is.’

Memé digo, ‘Yad@, ezi vame, Memo said, ‘Oh mother, I'm here,

Li pésiya bélak ‘eskeré Serifo I have stopped in front of the

rawestaime, company of Sherifo’s soldiers

Wexta mi dest davite desgira When I put my hand to the grip of my

tivingé, derpa ‘ewil mi 1édabd, gun, my first shot hit the pilot of the

siféré bélafira bi ¢cengekd, plane in the arm.

Mi nehist ew teyara herbi bi xér G I didn’t allow that warplane to fly

silamet bi hewa keve bani.’ over in peace.’

Silo stresses Shérin’s role; she makes the exhortatory speech, (3: 5-10); as
noted above, ‘Pir Qewwal’ has Daw(d himself address the fighters (3:
6-10). Until the point at which ‘Pir Qewwal’ breaks off, both siranbéj
cover much the same ground. It is clear that the same body of material is
being varied in performance as with the Feriq Pasha songs, though there is a
lesser degree of variation, as one would expect from a more recently
composed song.
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Derwéshé ‘Evdi

The geographical extent of this tradition over Iraq, Georgia and Armenia is
one indication of its appeal. Its hero, Derwésh, is not only a martial hero
but also loves ‘Edilé, the daughter of his paramount chieftain, Zor Temer
Pasha. He is a Yezidi and his beloved is a Muslim, and their love ends
tragically. This love is the focus of most tellings of the tradition in Northern
Iraq, and I will examine this further in the next chapter. However, narrative
poems have also been composed which emphasise his exploits in battle.
Admittedly, these are now rarely performed among the Yezidis of Northern
Iraq; I did not manage to collect any, but since my return from the field I
have been reliably informed of some performances given by Northern Iraqgi
Yezidi singers. The examples I will present here were collected by the Jelils
in the former Soviet Union; they may well not be quite the same as those
being performed among Iraqi Yezidis, but they present Derwésh as a
Kurdish martial hero in terms highly consistent with other Kurdish epics
such as Dimdim. This type of hero is quite common across wide areas of
Kurdistan, and these performances are worth considering because the terms
in which their hero is presented would be very familiar to the older Yezidis
at least.

The Yezidis believe that Derwésh, ‘Ed@lé and Zor Temer Pasha are all
historical individuals; given the amount and nature of the information still
preserved about them, there is no good reason to doubt this. According to
Jelils ZK, Zor Temer Pasha, ‘Edilé’s father, was the father of Ibrahim
Pasha Milli, which would place him in the mid-late nineteenth century. I
have been unable to date the events of the story more precisely. According
to ZK (Jelil 1978, 1I: 475), the story retained its significance in the time of
Siléman Beg, the son of Ibrahim Pasha, who did not want it to be told
because it showed his family as responsible for Derwésh’s death. Derwésh,
according to Jelil, belonged to the Pashé section of the Milli confederation;
the Yezidis of this group were settled mostly round the Virangehir area in
Turkey after the end of the Ottoman empire, with some villages in Syria
(1985: 312).

Detailed accounts of the performances included in ZK are not available,
so this discussion will by necessity consider them as texts. There are two
substantial narrative poems, by Israel Ohanyan and ‘Egité Téjir. These also
contain some lyrical sections. The other Derwéshé ‘Evdi songs collected by
Jelil are predominantly lyrical with short narrative sections, some of which
are exactly the same as parts of the narrative poems. There is clearly a close
relationship between the narrative and lyrical traditions in the Caucasus. In
all of Jelil’s versions, the name Derweésh has metathesised to ‘Dewrésh’.

The performance by Israel Ohanyan, an Armenian singer, is an ‘epic’
style narrative poem. The singer, clearly a virtuoso from his many
contributions to the Jelils’ collection, had learned his songs among the
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Reshkotan, a Kurdish tribe in the Diyarbakir area, unlike other performers
who had lived all their lives in the Caucasus. Hence it is hardly surprising
that the contents of this poem are rather different from the others. This
performance may be summarised briefly thus:

A prose introduction (spoken) describes ‘Evdi’s prowess in fighting for
Zor Temer Pasha, the friendship between the two men, and the love
between Derwésh, ‘Evdi’s son, and ‘Ediilé. The Gésan, an Arab tribe, gather
at their diwanxane ‘guest-hall’, and send a message to Zor Temer Pasha of
the Milan that they will attack and massacre his tribe. This message is
received at Zor Temer Pasha’s diwanxane, where everyone is terrified;
‘Bdilé suggests asking Derwésh for help. She writes to Derwésh!!
explaining the sitnation. When he receives the message Derwésh reads it
to his father ‘Evdi and his brother Se‘diin, and tells them that Zor Temer
Pasha and ‘Ed{lé have offered ‘Ed(il&’s hand to whoever will fight. Derwésh
asks his father to let him take Se‘dfin, ‘Eli and Bozan, and fight. ‘Evdi weeps
and tries to dissuade him by telling him that Zor Temer Pasha is
dishonourable, but Derwésh cannot stop thinking of ‘Edilé. Derwésh goes
to the diwankhane of Zor Temer Pasha, claims ‘Ed{ilé by accepting a cup of
coffee from her, and leaves. Derwésh and his companions ride away, and
both Derwésh’s father and ‘Eli and Bozan’s mother beg “Ed{lé to intercede.
‘Ediilé goes after Derwésh and pleads with him, but he rejects her pleas.
Derwésh and ‘Ediilé kiss. Derwésh urges his comrades on, and they leave.

The comrades stop by a stream, and Derwésh goes ahead to reconnoitre.
He finds an encampment, and meets some young girls, who are afraid of
him. He accompanies them to a tent where he meets an old man, a former
comrade of ‘Evdi, who tells him where the Gésan are, and tries to dissuade
him from fighting one thousand Gésan warriors in a quarrel that is not his,
but belongs to Zor Temer Pasha. Derwésh is not persuaded and returns to
his friends. The comrades ride together until they see the Gésan warriors
and attack them. In the first attack two hundred Gésan, and ‘Eli (the
champion of Zor Temer Pasha) and Siléman are killed. In the second attack
four hundred Gésan and Se‘dlin are killed. Yusif the scribe records
Derwésh’s valour. Derwésh kills another three hundred; the other, “Eli, the
Yezidi, and Bozan are killed. Derwésh kills another fifty, but his horse trips
and he falls, and is killed by the remaining fifty warriors and the two Gésan
leaders. Yusif the scribe returns to Zor Temer Pasha with the news. ‘Eddlé
hears the news and weeps, and makes a lyrical lament for Derwésh. Then
she stabs herself.

One characteristic feature of oral narrative which is immediately obvious
in this performance is the repetition of entire sections, such as the contents
of the threatening letter from the Gésan. Equally obvious are the instances
where the singer ‘nods’, such as Derwésh’s saying to his father that ‘Edalé’s
hand has been offered to whoever will fight, when no previous mention has
been made of this.!> However, these are insignificant in comparison with
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the clear structure and skilful characterisation of this telling. It is a highly

developed narrative containing many elements which do not occur
elsewhere, and each of the characters speaks plausibly and appropriately.
The following section, stanza 9, illustrates the calibre of the performance,
its detail and its focus on the crucial moment when Derwésh claims ‘Ediilé

and thus seals his own fate:

Bi Dewrés ra siwar b ‘Eli G
Bozan, Se‘d(iné birane,

Ev hercar derketin, beré xo dane
diwana Zor Temer Pagayé Milane.

Giregir fériz G pelewané Kika G
Mila di diwana Zor Temer Pasa da
li hev civiyane.

Dibé, Dewrés nézik ba devé deré
diwana wane,

Hidman cev bi mihina ket, bl
hisina Hidmane,

Alé diwané se kirin hisina
Hidmane,

Gotin, ‘Ev Dewrégé ‘Evdi hate
diwana girane’.

Dewrés G “Eli (i Bozan (i Se‘d(iné
bira peya bin ji hespane,

Kisiyane diwana girane,
Tev ji ber Dewrés ra rablin @
sekinin ji piyane.
Dewrég rinist li ser doseka herba
girane,
Li tenista wi rinist ‘Eli &t Bozan 0
Se‘diné birane.
‘Eddlé se kir, ko Dewrés hate
diwana girane,

. Fincana qawé dani ser destane,

Ani gerand li nava fériz G pelewané
Kikan G Milane,

Ct sekini li ber Dewrés, vi fériz @
pelewané hane,

Dewrés rabti piya, fincana qawé
hilani ser destane,

Qawe dani ser dev G [&vane,
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Elf and Bozan, and Se‘diin his brother
rode with Derwésh,

All four rode out and made for the
guest-hall of Zor Temer Pasha of the
Milan.

The big, the brave and the champions
of the Kikan and Milan were gathered
in the guest-hall of Zor Temer Pasha.
They say, Derwésh drew near to the
door of their guest-hall,

Hidman’s eye fell on a mare, there
was a loud neigh from Hidman,

The people in the guest-hall heard the
neighing of Hidman,

They said, “This is Derwéshé ‘Evdi
who has come to the great guest-hall.’
Derwésh and ‘Eli and Bozan and
Se‘din his brother got down from
their horses,

Drew near to the great guest-hall,
Everyone got up from respect for
Derwésh and stayed on their feet.
Derwésh sat down on the cushion of
great battles,

By his side sat ‘Eli and Bozan and
Se‘diin his brother.

‘Eddlé saw that Derwésh had come
into the great hall,

She took a cup of coffee in her hand,
She carried it around among the
brave and the champions of the
Kikan and Milan,

She came up to Derwésh, this brave
man, this champion, and stopped,
Derwésh rose to his feet, took up the
cup of coffee in his hands,

Held the cup to his mouth, his lips,
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Di nava odéda devé xo xiste hinaré In the middle of the room, he put his
riyé ‘Edalé G ramisane. mouth to ‘Edlé’s cheek, lovely as a
pomegranate, and kissed her.

The poem contains a series of encounters with others who try to dissuade
Derwésh from entering into an impossible battle. ‘Evdi tries to undermine
Derwésh’s loyalty to Zor Temer Pasha (7: 5-15), ‘Eddlé, at Derwésh’s
parents’ instigation, says that Derwésh’s family is without a master if he
Jeaves with his brother (11: 2—4), and the old Gésan man tells Derwésh that
Zor Temer Pasha’s quarrel is not his (15: 36-9). These points in the
narrative will be examined more closely later in the chapter.

The other Derwéshé ‘Evdi narrative presented