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The purpose of this paper is to publish 
my discovery in 1954, for the first time, 
of re1nnants of Mithraic elements in the 
sculptures and tablets excavated in 
Hatra, south west of Mosul, of traces of 
Mithraism in Y azidism and, later on, my 
proving conclusively the Yazidism not to 
be a cult of Devil-worship. This paper 
also contains suggestions on the exist­
e_nce of Mithraic traces in the area 
between the Tigris River and Zagros 
Mountains, a brief study of the religion 
of the Kurds until the appearance of 
Islam, and a few notes about some Batini 
(esoteric) sects. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The name Yazidi 

The 'Adawi order, which was founded by Shaikh 
J\di b. Musafir who died about 1154 A.D. is known 
today as the Yazidi sect. There is no evidence to 
invalidate the theory that this nomination arose from 
their deification of Yazid b. Mu"awiya. On the con­
trary there is n1uch convincing evidence to support 
this theory and such, indeed, is the opinion of the 
vast majority of those who have researched in this 
field. However the problem which has always been a 
cause of dispute amongst scholars is the origin of their 
Devil-worship. 

A Scholastic Omission 

Scholars to date have sought for the birthplace of 
Devil-worship amongst the Yazidis, who are known as 
the "Devil-worshippers," but have neglected to verify 
or refute whether or not they do worship the devil. 
Indeed, they have implicitly accepted it as true with­
out any final proof and have confined their efforts to 
siting its birthplace about which innumerable books 
have been written. 

Some of these scholars believe that the Yazidi 
Devil-worship is a relic of the worship of Ahriman, 
the Iranian Devil, which arose from Zoroastrianism 
(sic) but was opposed to it. Others believe that it 
appeared in the Islamic era as a result of the sayings 
of some of the great ~ufis and philosophers in Bagh­
dad. There is also the theory that it arose fr9m the 
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fact that Shaikh 'Adi stated cursing to be anathema. 

In my own articles and lectures I have expressed 
the opinion that Yazidi Devil~worship was rnerely a 
continuation of the worship of l\.hrirnan which was 
not a product of Zoroastrianism but was practised in 

• Iran secretly and in spite of Zoroastrianisrn which was 
the official Iranian religion, and in its guise, until the 
Islan1ic conquest. 

A possible link betzoeen the Yazt"dism and /l!i.ithraism 

Such 'Nas n1y belief about the origin of Yazidi Devil~ 
'iAlQ)''<::

1n1·r, lln<--i] tl"e d~y IVur F11;:;a-' Sa1r'rlr "'l>!j"''(l vr~c ~'n v; .d !J . ,_t_,, ·'·-'-~ -U, .,ll_. ,.u ._,_ 9 1,, J_._. 1vd0 ... 

charge of the excavation at· Hatra, visited rne on his 
return after the first year of excavation there. lle 
showed rr1e photographs of tv\10 figures found arn.ongst 
the ren1ains there. Looking at these photographs ! 
told hin1 that one seernt:d to me to be the picture of 
rvtithras, the Sun· God, and the other the pkttfre of 
Azhdahak as the Persians used to portray hin1 in the 
old manuscripts of the Sha.hnarna, 

Thus it was that I began to think that these two 
figures could be remains of J\1ithraism which was 
perhaps practised in Hatra. I knew that in Mithraism 
A.hriman, the Devit was also vvorshipped. vVhen the 
remains had been transferred from I-Ia tra to the 
archaeological museum in Baghdad, I was able, with 
the assistance of Cumont's works, to identify many 
of them as Mithraic. It became clear to me~ also, that 
the figure which I had likened to Azhdahak: was, in 
fact, Ahriman. 

From these studies I decided that a forn1 of Mithra­
isrn was? in fact1 practised in the city of 1Iatra and 
that Yazidism was connected· with it. 
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Since in this art-icle I shall compare Yazidism with 
Mithraism, I think that it would be useful, at this 
point to give a short account of the god Mithra and 
the appearance of Mithraisn1. 

Mithra 

The great god Mithra is one of the deities which 
the Indo-Iranians u~ed to worship in their native land 
and which they brought with them in their migration. 
This god is n1entioned in the oldest of the Indian 
sacred books the Rig-Veda in the form of Mitra, and 
in the /.\ vesta in the forn1 Mithra. He is the god of 
light, guardian of the truth and enemy of the lie and 
error. ( 1) 

Mithra is said in the Avesta to punish perjurers and 
those who deviate from truth and integrity, to destroy 
those tribes and peoples who oppose him, to bestow 
health, blessing and abundance on those ,vho praise 
him and to be a powerful ally to those who devote 
themselves to him.( 2 ) 

Mithra is one of those deities whose worship con­
tinued in Iran in spite of their rejection by Zoroaster. 
In Iran the word " Mithra " has been modified to 
"Mihr" since the first century A.D., and Mihr became 
god of the sun and contracts. During the Islamic era 
Mihr remained a name of the sun and the idea of 
kindness and faithfulness. 

The Appearance of Mithraism 

As a result of the con tact of the Iranian and Baby­

( 1) CMM. 1.-2 
('-) Ibid, 3-4 

3 



Ionian priesthoods after the conquest of Babylon by 
Cyrus the Great, 539 B,C,.1 the Iranian priesthood 
adopted the belief in Zurvan (Time), arid took hirn as 
father to the twins of the Gathas, Spenta .IViainyu (the 
Holy Spirit), and /--\ngra Mainyu (the Destructive 
Spirit), after Spenta Mainyu had already been identi­
fied .. with Ahura Mazda. Thereby the gods of both 
cultures becarne identical and the Semitic worship of 
the stars was assin1ilated to the Iranian Nature legend, 
A.n1ongst t'hese identifications and assimilations is 
included that of Shamash ,vith Mithra. He was in 
both religions the god of justice and truth, the light 
of the sky, the god who gives victory to the arn1s of 
warriors 9 and the protector of kings.( 1) It seems that 
1 he Magians started to preach their new religion, 
Zurvanism, in 1\1e:sopotamia and among the moun., 
taineer Kurds vvho v11ere adherents of the Indo-Iranian 
traditional religion. Then they pushed their activities 
westwards, they established centres for the practice 
of Zurvanism in P)_sia IV[inor rnidwav throiu!h the 5th 

J '--' 

century B.C. 

In this Magian Zurvanism both Ahura 1Vlazda (later 
contracted to Auhrmazd-Ohrmazd), wise Lord, the 
~od of good, and Angra Mainyu (later contracted to 
Ahriman), the spirit of destruction, the god of evil 
(the Devil) were \111orshipped. Mithra, in Indo-Iranian 
god of light, gained a preponderant place in this Zur­
vanism. I-fe had become god of redemption and the 
centre of a cycle of legends, 

It is because of the astounding feats accomplished 
by hiro that this god, who did not hold suprerne rank 
in the celestial hierarchy has given his nam.e to the 

( 1) Ibid, 10 ; and CLO. 229 
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Persian Mysteries that were disseminated in the 
Occident. (') 

With the coming of the Macedonians in 331 B.C., 
this titne the Iranian gods were identified with the 
Greek gods ; Zurvan with I(ronos, ./:'1,hura l\.1azda with 
Zeus, the conquering hero Verethraghna with Hera­
cles and the goddess Anahita with Artemis, and 
Mithra, ,vho was worshipped in Babylon as Shamash, 
was identified with Helios.CZ) Thus, Mithraisrn grew , 
up as a result of the mixture of the Zurvanian religion 
with the Greek faith (3); Cumont says : 

/.•The basal layer of this religion, its lovver and 
prin1ordial stratum, is the faith of ancient Iran, 
fron-1 which it took its origin. Above this Mazdean 
substratum was deposited in Babylon a thick sedi­
ff1ent of Sernitic doctrines, and afterwards the local 
beliefs of Asia Minor added to it their alluvial 
deposits, Finally a luxuriant vegetation of Hellenic 
ideas burst forth from this fer tile soil and partly con­
cealed from 'View its true original nature." (4 ) 

l shall deal more with Mithraism in relation to 
Yazid"isrn later, but here I must say a few words about 
it. Mithraism was a form of Zurva.nism in which 
Mithra, the god of sun, and Angra Mainyu, the god 
of evil, the Devil, are worshipped. Its meetings used 
to take place in secret, and the initiates had to pass 
through secret and difficult rites. Mithraism was a 
religion of the army and it spread wherever the 
Roman armies went. It was dealt a final blow by 
Christianity in the 4th Century C.A.D.( 5) 

( 1) CMM. 127-140 
(2) Ibid, 20, 22 
( 3) Ibid, 22-24, CT1\1M. Vol I, 7 
( 4) Ibid, 30-31 
( S) CMM. 203 
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----·····---·- --------···-·- -----

The form of Mithraisrn in Hatra 

The Mithraisn1 which was practised in H'atra v1as . 
not a Roman 1V1ithraisrn which had returned to the 
East, but was older than that. It was a Zurvanisn1 
established there in the Parthian period before it had 
crossed the Mediterranean sea to Rome ; connections 
between them were, no doubt, established later. The 
garments of sorne gods in I--Iatra are of the Parthian 

• era although all the sculptures were the works o,f 
Greek artists, 

Two cults of DeiJil-worship 

0) Devil.,'worship as a separate religion \\tvhich Vias 

prac,'"ised in _Ancient Iran in secret and continued 
under the guise of Zoroastdanisrn until the 
Islarnic era.( 1

) 

'I'he basis of this Devil-,Norship is the vvorship 
of dernons,' practice of rnagic and d.isbelir.=;f ,in,, 
rewards and punishn1ents,( 2) 

(ii) Devil-worship in Mithrais1n as has already been 
mentioned. 

The initiated in to Mithraism practised appropriate 
rites and incantations to enlist the demons in his 
service and to employ thern against fhe enernies vvhose 
destruction he was meditating.( 3) 

The Mithraisn1 believed in the im1nortality of the 
soul, in a last judgment 9 and in a resurrection of the 
dead, consequent upon a final conflagration of the 
universe.(4) • 

(I) ZZD. 15 
(2) Ibid, 14 1 35 
<3) CMM. 14 
(4) Ibid 1 191 
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Traces of Magic in Hatra 

There is a legend which suggests that magic was 
practised in Hatra. This story, which is given in 
Yaqiit's "Mal.jam u'l-Buldan," tells of the falling of 
Hatra, under the influence of magic into the hands of 
Shaptu 1st in 241 A.D.C') 

Mithraic sculptures in H atra 

The Mithraic sculptures were the ·work of the 
Greek artists vvho vvere able to give the Iranian gods 
whom they knew by their Greek narnes, the forrn 
which they considered suitable to them with refer­
ence to their own Greek c'reed.( 2) 

Photographs of the figures found in Hatra have 
already been published in the Illustrated London 
News. For the sake of easy reference I shall give the 
date of the magazine in which they were published 
together with the classifying numbers of the pictures 
themselves and my own suggested identification of 
them with their Iranian and Greek names. 

November the seventeenth 1951: 
No. 7 Manh The Iranian. Moon god 

The Greek Selene. 
No. 3 The same in its three phases. 

New, full and waning. 
N,o. 8 Iranian Mihr, Greek Helios. 
No. 9 This has two images:-

(') ZZD. 37 

(a) An Eagle represents the Sky· 
(The Sky - Time-Zurvan). 

(b) The I-Iatra-Mithraic standard on 

C?) CMM. 22-23 ; ZDZ. 129 
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'Vvhich are the Sky and Mihr. 
No, l l Ahrirnan - Pluto in the underworld With 

his v-1ife Jeh-Hekate v1ho is sitting far 
fro1n him. She has a Hatra-Mithraic 
standard in the hand. 

December t'he eighteenth 1954: 
Nos, 6 & 7 Two pictures of Zurvan-Kronos -

Sky frorn behind and from in front. 

December the twenty~fifth 1954: 
No. 2 Trinity of the fvloon god in the f orn1 of 

Athene 1 in its three phases. 
1'1"o, 7 A group of 1\/1:ithraists in the robes of 

their respective ranks, 
I¾fo. 8 Ztlrvanr•K.ronos? the god of Time. 
No. 10 Ahriman.-Pluto 1 god of the underworld. 
No, 3 Verethra.ghna-Heracles. 

Traces of .Mithraism arnongst the Kurds 

1. The pre-Islamic religion of Iran. 

The object of this essay is to search for traces of 
the Mithraism in the area betvveen the Tigris river 1.nd 
Zagros 1V!oun tains, and to make so1ne cornparison 
between Y azid1sm and Mithrais1n. The Y azidi's are 
Kurds, were certainly the followers of the Indo­
Iranian religion and its consecutive developmcn ts in 
Iran until the Islamic period. 

At the rise of Zoroaster in the first half of the sixth 
century (c.) B.C. the following religions might have 
been practised in Iran: 
'(i) The traditional lndo~Iranian religion as practised 

in Iran, it consisted of the worship of Daevas (the 

8 



beneficent and maleficent gods of nature), Ahuras 
(gods protectors of moral and ethical principles), 
Hao ma ( the intoxicating beverage and -, god of 
immortality), Fravashis (the spirits of ancestors). 

(ii) The worship of the maleficent Daevas (gods) to­
gether with the Inda-Iranian demons (Yatiis). 
Sorcery was the essential requirement of this 
religion. 

(iii) The worship of A.huras, and the beneficent 
Daevas under the name of Bagas (the Bagas of 
Darius I), which mean 6

' bounteous ones." The 
name Daeva (Daiva of Xerxes) was left to the 
maleficent gods whose worship was banned. This 
religion was a refonn of the traditional one. 

The Zoroastrian reform failed to unify the Iranian 
religion, and even to preserve its own orthodoxy as it 
was preached by the prophet himself. It was never 
successful in its struggle against the existing religions 
which were in practice at the time of its rise, and even 
against the Zurvanian Zoroastrianism which appeared 
soon after his death. 

But on the contrary it had helped the Daeva wor­
shippers whom he called Devil-worshippers by giving 
them Angra Mainyu (Ahriman) as a god of ~vii to 
become their chief of the earthly Daevas and demons, 
the prince of this world. 

We pass over the Macedonian and Parthian periods 
in which the Iranian culture was exposed to deca­
dence. The religious state of this period (about five 
and a half centuries) is not clearly known to us. 

The Zoroastrianism which was revived by the Sas­
sanian early Kings and had been canonized had to 
fight a number of Iranian heretic religions and some 
other non-Iranian religions until the Islamic conquest. 
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2. The religious condition of the Kurds i'n the 
Sassanian period 

(i) A Survey 

Although among the Kurds there were people, 
especially in towns and villages, who had embraced 
Zoroastrianism and who were attracted by the propa­
ganda of tnissionaries from differen.t religions 9 the 
majority of I(urds conserved their traditional Indo­
Iranian beliefs in the form of the Iviagian-Zurvanism. 

In fact the magnate god of aU the: Kurds vvas their 
beloved Mihr (M_ir in the present !(urdish pronuncia­
tion) 9 their god of oath, heroism and ·victory? redeern.er 9 

Sun-god, They worshipped hirn· and offered sacrifices 
to him according to the rites of the cfrfferent religions 
to which they belonged 9 in vvhich Mihr was wor­
shipped . 

. Mihr was for the :Kurds approxhnately v?hat 1/-\fi 
lbn Abi Talib is, beyond comparison and representa­
tion, today for them, /\Jl the I(urdish sects (exc. 
Y azidisrn) believe him to be their redeemer? they are 
excessive in reverencing hiln, or divinize, deify and 
worship himv according to their different cults. Myths 
and legends are arranged about him? and many war­
like folk=tales have been ;restored or nevvly corn.posed 
to include his divine or extraordinary deeds. 

(ii) The Ecclesiastical Records 

According to the .Ara:rnaic Ecclesiastical sources the 
Missionaries in the thirrd9 fifth aintd sixth centuJdes 
A.D., encountered Idolaters 1 Tree=worshippers 9 Sun= 
worshippers and DevHca"lNOrshippers in certain areas 
lying to the east of the Tigris between Jazirat Ibn~ 
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'Umar, north of Mosul, and the neighbourhood of 
Khanaqin in Iraq. 

The missionary Mar Mari of Edessa was in the third 
century in the city of Shahr !(art located between 
Daqiiqa and Arbil. He preached Christianity to the 
inhabitants who were worshipping trees and idols 
made of copper. He converted them and their king to 
Christianity. 

This petty kingdom might have been a survival from 
the Parthian federation system, which was abolished 
by the strict Sassanian centralization. The king and 
his people who vvere not Zoroastrian, rnust have been 
secret Mithraists~ since the pure Devil-worshippers 
had not the cultural capacity necessary to establish a 
kingdom. 

Shahr Kart was visited in 344 A.D. by Shapiir the 
Second, who was a vigorous persecuter of heretics and 
non-Zoroastrians 1 among them Christians. In spite of 
this persecution Shahr-Kart had in 356 become a 
centre for the propagation of Christianity amongst 
the Kurds. 

I have no doubt that Shahr-Kart was a Kurdish 
town and its inhabitants were Kurds. In my opinion 
the name of the city was a later Sassanian derivation 
of the Median, from which Kurdish developed, Khsha­
thro-Kereta~ which literally means a palace built for 
kings or a royal building.(') I believe also that the 
name Sadrakae which Strabo mentioned among the 
names of the localities of the Karkuk region (2

) is a 
Greek derivation of the Median Khshatro-Kereta (~); 
the Greeks had already changed the old Persian 
Khshatrapavan (which meant Ruler-of-the-Province) 
( ') TWK. 16-19 
(2) Strabo, 111 p, 144 
( 3) TWK. 19-24 
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to Satrapes. I also identify the location of Shahr Kart 
with the ancient ruins known as Julindi to the t:torth 
west of SulaimanL(') 

A_mongst the missionaries of the fifth century was 
f.viar Saba Y11ho preached amongst the Kurds ( 485 A.D.) -! 
and found that they were Sun-worshippers. I 

Mar Saba was from Beith Galaya in Balashpari in 
the Huh,van region. Balashpar (the glory of Vala.sh) is 
the older na1ne of Qasr i Shirin. Beith Galaya which 
is Aramaic and means (the hon1e of the Gals) may 
have been contracted to Ba.gala.ya, pronounced by the 
.ft~rabs as Bajalaya. In the early Islarnic period there 
was to the north of Mosul in the Khabur valley, a 
locality 'v\7hich the arab histories rnention. by the nan1e 
of Baja1ayai9 the Kurdish forn1 of which should be 
Ba.jala.n, as the Aran1aic Kurdaya is in the K~urdish 
&, Kurda_n" which 1neans the Kurds; in Ararnaic 00 aya/9 
and in Kurdish 66 an YY are plural suffixes, This 1nay . 
sugg,;1::·t the antiquity of Bajalan 1 v\11--lich is today the 
name of a ·well-kno-wn tribe dv\TeHing Ln the neigh­
bourhood of the old Hulwan region, 

Mar Li-Shue.ab had in the sixth century found Kurds 
near ThamanTn, a village in the neighbourhood of 
JazTrat Ibn-<-Umar, who worshipped the DeviL They 
were probably Mithraists. 

(iii) Temple caves 

The many caves existing in Iraqi Kurdistan require 
scientific investigation from the point of view of 
Mithraism. I mention but a few of them. 

The sectarians of Mithra often chose for their rites 
rocky excavations? and preferably ones vvhere a spring 
gushed forth or, at least, there v11as a running ,vater.( 2) 
( 1_) TWK. 19-24 (2) CTMM. Vol, I, 55 
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Gali Zardak 

On the J'~orthern side of the J abal rvtaqlfib9 east of 
~~!Iosul7 is a lovely valley with vertical sides of yellow 
rock vvhich penetrates into the mountain. It is called 
Gali Zardak which means in Kurdish ·~ The Yellow 
Valley.Yr Ih it there is a constantly flowing stream. In 
the sides of the valley are caves in which rock 
sculptures have been carved. 

It appears that this valley itself with its caves and 
sculptures vvas a sacred place to which the Kurds 
roade pilgrimage and w·here they held the Mihragan 
:festival and carried out n1ysterious rites exactly like 
the Lalish vaHev which the Y azidis hold sacred and 
to vvhich they mvake pilgrima.ge and in ·vvhich they hold 
their Co.rnn-1unal FestivaL 

Shaikh 'Adi's Temple Ca,ve 

The sacred cave under the temple of Shaikh ~di in 
the holy valley of Lalish is the Yazidis holy of holies. 
The foreigner is not allowed to enter it and even the 
Yazid'is themselves cannot v1ith the exception of the 
Baba Shaikh and a few others who are responsible for 
it. In it is the Kani' Spi, The White Spring, which 
Shaikh 1\dI caused to flow forth with a blow. It seems 
probable that this cave and its spring was a place of 
worship to the god Mihr and the goddess Anijhita 
(later Nahida, NahTd) who was the goddess of flowing 
springs and running fertile waters 9 and that a fire 
ternple was built over it, 

I believe that this cave was the place of retreat of 
Shaikh 1/\dI during the forty days of his self-discipline 
'When he first arrived in the region. Shaikh ¼di made 
this cave the base for his first missionary activities 
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and in his tirne the alteration and extension of the 
building above it was undertaken, lsff1atil 
described this cave as the •• old ternple cave of S 
1:AdI.1? (I) 

There is a sn1all cave l"~ orth of Iv1osuL a cave vvhich 
had been dug out and arranged as a 1v1ithraic 
Temple.C2) 

There is another cave near the town of Shaqlawa 
on the northern slopes of l\llt, Sifl1n" It is called the 
Shakhsurahn1a.n cave after the name of a Kurdish -
who retired there five centuries ago, 'This cave was 
used by hnstlan 1Vlonks and I beheve by M1 • sts 
before thern, r-fhere is a spring nearby, 

rrh ' "h ' £ V = '·; 1 ere 1s anot er su.cn cave east or J asana v1Hage on 
the side Surd~ish Valley north of Sulairna:nL 

The h.oly cave visited by Lady I)rower in hzan1 
(See E, S, Dro-wer, acock AngeL p,. 55 for details,) 

l'viithraisrr1 at the town of 'Ana on the Euphrates 

In 1920 I spent a rnonth at the town of (Ana where 
I was told that a group of the Musli1n inhabitants 
worshipped the Sun and held secret rr1eetings and 
rites in the caves nearby, When I asked their nan1es 
I discovered that I already kn.ew , There ·is .no 
doubt that this is a survival of M.ithraism. 

( 1) IY, 8 
( 1) Two Photographs of this cave are the offices 

Directorate General Antiquities in Bagl1dad 
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TRACES OF MITHRAISM IN YA,ZIDISM 

PART ONE 

1, Principles o.f the Creation in Bci(ini'sm 

Orthodox Islarn believes that 1i\lmighty God created 
the universe out of nothing with the comrnand: 6' Be/' 
but the Ba.tinTs have an esoteric interpretation of this 

. Qur'anic truth saying that the universe was not created 
out of nothing but it is a manifestation of God's 
essence. They believe that nothing exists except God; 
the foundation of Batinism is monism, 

The Is1n~tiHsn1~ which appeared centuries before 
. the actual Yazidism 1 believed that the universe was an 
emanation froxn the One Essence in a sequence which 
can be shown as such: 

The One - the command "Be 11 + the Universal 
Reason ( this is the ere a tor) - the Universal Soul ( this 
is the maker which made out of itself a body for itself 
which is the lJniverse) - The Four Elements - The 
Three I•liatters (inorganic matters, plants, animals). 

Compare this belief with -the Neo-Platonism. 

The Dri:1ses also have founded their belief on the 
same principle, 

The Bektash1sm is similar to the Ismil'-ilism, in that 
they believe that the universe is a manifestation of 
the essence of Almighty God. Indeed 9 anyone who 
opposes this belief - in other words claims that t~e 
universe has an existence separate from God -- they 
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brand as dualists. 

In Kakayis1n, although the fundamental concept of 
r11anifestation is retained? there is an irnportant differ­
ence in the ma:nner of the 1nanifestation,, For the 
Kakayis believe that the lJ niversal soul is incapable 
of making a universe out of itself as a body for itself, 
and they therefore distinguish between divine m.ani­
festation as spirit and divine manifestation in the forrn 
of visible objects, Thus they believe that the spiritual 
beings are drops directly fron1 the light of Altnighty 
God. The four elen1ents and the heavenly bodies~ 

• although they are also fron1 His light, are indirect, 
that is they appeared from a pearl which (]od n1.ade 
from His light. H should be noticed that the pearl is 
considered rn.atter but hnnin·ous. 

The ·y azi'dis ·who believe that the universe ·,,vas not 
created out of nothing join the Ka.kay1's in adrnitting 
tvvo kinds of 1nanifestation - spiritual and 1nateriaL 
They believe that their ~-;even gods appeared frorn the 
Hght of God by ernanation and that the visible 
univer.se is made frorn limbs of pear] vvhich Alrnighty 
God had made frorn I-Iis light to be his abode in the 
beginning. But they n1ix this belief with the Platonic 
Theory of Ideas 'A1ith which the Muslim and ~ufi 
philosophers of the time were familiar. They say that 
while Ahnighty God was 'within the vd1ite pearl he 
created the forms of the seven heavens9 of the earth? 
sun, moon, man9 beasts 9 birds and wild anitnals and 
put the1n in the pockets of Khirqa. 

2. YazTdi Theology 

Yazidisrn is a synthetic religion which appears to 
have been founded by one 9 or several successive ~fifisj 
who9 being well versed in their rnother religion 9 Islarn, 



I 
' ' I 

i 

· and skilful in esoteric interpretation of the Qur'anic 
verses were also conversant with Greek and neo~ 
Platonic philosophies which were popular with·· the 
e.TJla1na of the tirne. This seems probable in spite· of 
the obscure and defective texts of the Mashaf i Rash 
and Jibtva which are coHections of essays on the prin= 
ciples of various philosophies and beliefs about crea~ 
tion and theology, and simple myths and legends. But 
whence they derive the last of their principles which 
involve sorne of the tenets of Mithraism? which is of 
Iranian ori.gin1 is not at all clear. 

It is stated in the 1Via~l)af i Rash that Almighty God 
:made seven angeis 1 one on each day of the week, One 
of thernv the Peacock of the Angels? he created on the 
12 

l f " l re: d ) d d h. 1.-. • " " nrst aay o tne v,1eeK( ( .. '»Un ay, an ma e 1n1 cn.1e1 01 

the cithers, 'This is the Sun Angel.( 1) 

It is also said in this book. that Almighty God 
created six (or perhaps originally seven) deities out of 
his essence and light as a n1an lights one candle fro1n 
another, Then I-le I-Iirnself created the sky? and corn­
manded each deity to go up into the sky and create 
a heavenly body. There is rnuch confusion and dis­
agreement in different copies of this book about the 
na1nes of the heavenly bodies thus created, but they 
all agree that the first god created the sun, the second 
the rnoon and the fifth Venus. The remaining three 
are not narned after planets. 

There can be little doubt, with this evidence, that 
the six gods who are said to have been created by 
Aln1ighty God out of his essence and light 1 and who 
are his hypostases are the san1e as the Seven Angels 
vvho were created by Hin1? one on each day of the 
week, hi fa:ct the Y azidis know no gods besides these 

(') !Y, HH 
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Seven Angels whom they believe to be one personality 
with the Peacock of the Angels. 

On this basis 1 then, the first A.ngel is the first god, 
the creator of the sun and is the Sun-god, and the 
second Angel is the second god, the creator of the 
moon and is the Moon-god. 

The clear inference of this, then, is that the founder 
of secret Yazidism thought that each of the seven 
planets represented the god that created it, but at the 
present day it is doubtful whether the Yazidis have 
any knowledge of the planets except the sun, the 
moon and Venus. 

The Yazidis incarnated these seven gods into their 
seven Shaikhs, who are represented by their shrines 
on earth called "Idols/' so that they 1nay have recourse 
to them for supplication, The Yazidis stopped deifying 
their shaikhs when they reached the requisite number, 
seven, influenced by the number of the planets, the 
seven Iv1ithraic gods, 

3. The Naming of the two Yazidi Holy Books is 
Controversial 

(i) Jilwa 

"Jilwa" which literally means "manifestation/9 in 
~iifi terminology means "Nature, the Universet but 
the Yazidi book that bears this name does not deal 
with creation; it is devoted entirely to the exposition 
of the personality of their god , the Peacock of the 
Angels, in his power t dominion 9 com1nands 9 prohibi 0 

tions, instructions, warnings, promises and threats. 
It may be that the text of this book is the legacy of 
some shaikh \-\Th~ had a large following and was later 
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deified. If you con1pare it with Qa~Ida attributed to 
Shaikh ¼di ( 1 \ you find that the Qa~ida is t_he first 
stage in the composition of the book Jilwa. There is, 
howeverr no mention in it of Sun-worship. 

(ii) MaJ~af i Rash 

I believe that th.e original object of the Yazidis -
which they have certainly forgotten - in qualifying 
Ma~b.af, which means the Qur'an, with the epithet 66 rash," was not to denote the colour black. The 
Kurdish epithet. H rash/' which means " blc!!ck," in 
66 j\,jf I f • R l 11 • J 1 H • • 1vJl.a!?(la - 1 _\_as 1, is useo. on y to n1ean • 1naJest1c9 

omnipotent, avenger.ii The Ma~}:laf i Rash by thern 
is9 or was, the book vvhich punishes quickly and 
severely those who contravene its ordinances and 
precepts 1 or vvho swear a false oath by it. In fact 9 

this epithet has the same rneaning as " rash 9
' in 

6' h b- '' · h. ., • h · Y d. ·1 f • l ras_ a a w 1cn 1s t e l."~ur 1s 1 • or a strong 9 v10 ent 
or povverful windy not for a black coloured wind ; 
much as in English one speaks of 66 black misfortune 1

' 

to signify 66 terrible misfortune.yy 

It seems, therefore, to me that we use the names of 
these two books in a misleading way, for the nan1e 
"Jilwa" applies best to that book which deals with 
the creation -- i.e. 9 Jilwa in the mystical sense, and 
the name " Ma$haf i Rash" ( the powerful book) to 
that book which contains the ordinances of power in 
the form of commands and prohibitions. • 

Nevertheless, it is possible that these two books 
were originally parts of a single book called 6'Jilwa ,v 
by its ~iifi writer~ and later given the name •• Ma~l)af 
i I{ash ?? in order to divert the people 1s attention from 
( 1) S.DY, 94-97 
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the Holy Qut'an. For this motive can be seen in many 
of their other actions, for instance, they called . the 
annual visit to Shaikh l\.di's tomb and the pilgrimages 
set up in Lalesh, the '6 Hajf; they gave a mountain to 
the East of Shaikh's tomb, the na1ne "Mount ½.rafat"; 
they called the Kani Spi ( the white spring), "Zamzam"; 
and a stone "the Black Stone," and so on. The motive 
of these actions was to distract people from visiting 
the Holy City, Mecca, and to strengthen their hold 
upon them in the Lalesh valley and so in YazidTsm. 
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PART '"10 

Traces of Mhhraism in Yazidis Theology 

The seven gods in Y azidism 

It is clear that the nurnber of the seven gods in 
. YazidTsrn and the manner of their en1anation fron1 
God and frorn one another are both borrowed from 
the Zoroastrian beliefs in the s.ix hypostases of the god 
of good, Ohrrnazd, and their en1anation from him. These 
six are called the " A1nshaspands 11 the bounteous 
imrnortals. But although the Yazidi gods emanated 
from Alrnighty God~s light and essence, the facts that 
one was born on each day of the week and that they 

, are represented by the seven planets, as mentioned 
above, point firrnly to the seven planets whom the 
Mithraists believed to be gods. The chief of these gods 
was Mithra whom they identified with the Sun and 
to whom sacrifices were offered at dawn.(') 

Each of these was also believed to have the charge 
of one of the days of the week ( 2) which was called by 
his name, for example Sunday was called "Sun-day," 
Monday "Moon-day," Tuesday "Mars-day," etc., and 

. this system is cornmonly to be found in Europe to 
this day. 

In Mithraism the seven planets were believed to be 
divinities involved in human destinies, and were 

( 1) CTivilv1 1 Vol. L J 28 
(2) CMM, 120 
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likened to human forrns that saw and heard, that 
rejoiced or lamented, whose wrath might be appeased? . 
and whose favour might be gained by prayers by 
offerings,( 1) 

In Yazidisrn this belief continues unchanged., They 
offer their prayers, sacrifices and offerings at the 
shrines of their deified shaikhs which are called Idols 
and represent the shaikhs - the seven planets ·- the 
object being to appease their wrath or sectire their 
sympathy, 

The Descent of the I>eities 

In Ma~}:laf i Rash there is a passage which reads 
"From the flood to the present day are seven thousand 
years; and in each thousand years one of the gods 
has descended to the earth, he institutes for us texts, 
laws and legislations, then he ascends," 

The source of this rnyth seems to be an interpreta­
tion of this Qur'anic verse: "He (God) regulates the 
affair from the heaven to the earth, then shall it 
ascend to Him in a day the measure of which is a 
thousand years of what you count (2 ), (The Adoration 
- 5)." 

The scholar Yazidi was skilled exploiting an 
interpretation of the above-mentioned Qur'anic verse 
and an interpretation of the Qur 9a.nic verse HAnd one 
day to your Lord is like a thousand years of your 
reckoning (the Pilgrimage - 46),99 to synthesise them 

( 1) CTMM, VoL I, 113-114; CMM, 126 
(2) Here is one of the interpretations of this verse, rnentioned 

among others by BaidawI (d, 1388) : "God decrees the 
decree for one thousand years which the .Ptngel brings 
down: then it ascends back after that thousand years for 
a fresh decree for another thousand years." 
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with the relationship between the seven Mithraic gods 
and seven days of the week in order to institute the 
fundarnental principle of the Yazidi theology which 
inspires strong hope and patience in the followers of 
Yazidism and increase its status. 

This is a striking example of the twists which the 
scholarly mystic leaders employed in collating sections 
of various different beliefs and shaping them together 
in new guises in order to form a sect w·hich they had 
invented. 

It would not, I think, be out of place to mention 
here that the Ismacili Day of Religion is Ii000 years 
and that their Week of Religion is seven thousand 
yearsJ 1) Also they believe in the coining of the Lord 
of the Time every 1,000 years in repeating cycles of 
71000 years. 

The belief held by the Yazidis in the descent of the 
Peacock of the Angels to the earth for the sake of 
their much-suffering people (2 ), after the spread of the 
human race over it, may be an apppropriation of the 
story of Ohrmazd despatching Mithra to bring means 
of life to the earth and to guard man from the destruc­
tive hostility of Ahriman.(3) 

The Four Elernents, Tirnes and Pillars 

The Y az'idi's' Te tr ads 

We find in the Jilwa, mention of .. four elements, 
four times and four pillars bestowed for the necessities 
of creation.'' But as this text deals with creation, its 

(8) FBij 3 
(2) PSM, 378; SOY, 7 
( 3) CMM, 132-138 
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place is really in the Ma~~1af i Rash, and it is strange 
to find it in the Jilwa. 

The Four Blernents 

The four elen1ents are Air, Fire, Water and Earth 
which in Mithraism are deified. On this analogy. it 
is tempting to suggest that the · Sabians worshipped 
the four elen1ents and this is borne out by the four 
pictures found in their sacred seal, Skandola, which 
show the bee, the lion, the scorpion and the snake. 
These, I believe, represent the four elem.ents; the bee 
air, the lion fire, the scorpion water and the snake 
earth. 

The Four Tfrnes 

The four times here referred to are the four seasons. 
In Mithraism t'hey w·ere each co1nposed of three 
zodiacal signs and were worshipped with those signs.(') 
The founder of Y azidism seems to have rejected the 
worship of the signs of the Zodiac because they nu1n~ 
bered twelve, in order to avoid acknowledgment of 
the Ithna-(.ashari sect and ½lawism. He contented 
himself with prescribing worship of the four seasons 
alone, still cor.oposed of three signs each, but signs 
which no longer had any share in the worship. In each 
of the seasons he established a festival for the perfor­
mance of the rites as follows : 

(i) The Spring Festival, one day, on the first Friday 
of April (Nawruz? l\few Year). 

(ii) The Summer Festival lasting three days9 18th~ 
21st July. 

( 1) CMM, 121 
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(iii) The Autumn Festival lasting seven days, 23rd~ 
30th September, This is certainly .Mihragan~. 

(iv) The Winter Festival of one day on the first 
Friday of December, 

These festivals have been fixed in the amendment 
of the la·w of official holiday of 1960, the Ta'dil Qaniin 
al·· ~talat ar-Rasmiyya for 1960. 

The fi'our Pillars 

The four pillars referred to here 1nust be the winds 
that bknN from the four principal points of the com= 
pass. (In Arabic the points of the compass are called 
the u Pillars of the earth!?). In Mithrais1n the four 
chief 'V'rinds are said to be bound up with the four 
divine seasons and to whisper like Jinn? sometimes 
inspiring fear and sometirnes love,( 1) 

(I) Ibid, 115 
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PAR'l' Tl-IR.EE 

Traces of Mith.iraism in some Yazidi Ceremonies 
Rites 

The Communal Festival 

Of all the Yazidi festivals the rnost corr1prehensive 
and most important is the qne that they call the 
"Jama<-iya11 in which they perform their rites for seven 
days 9 23rd~30th of Septernber, I have no doubt that 
the days of the festival are identical to the days of 
Mithrakan, or Mihragan which was officially estab­
lished in Iran and was the Auturnnal Festival in Pre­
Islamic days, 

The YazTdis may have forgotten the origin of this 
festival because they were wrong in its days which 
have been accepted in the Ta'dil Qaniin al-'-Atalat 
ar-Rasmiyya. Mihragan ,vas a festival dedicated to 
the god Mihr in connection with the setting in of the 
day of Mihr in the month of IV.lihr each year. The 
Iranians used to call the middle day of the mon thv 
the 16th, Mihr and the n1iddle month of the year, the 
seventh, Mihr which con11nences usually on the 17th 
of September. By this reckoning the day of Mihragan, 
i.e., the day of Mihr in the month of Mihr falls usually 
on the 2nd of October. It seems that the YazidI leader? 
who proposed the communal festival in order to gather 
the Y azidis together in the holy valley of Lalesh for 
the pilgrimage, for the in.itiation rites into Yazidisn1 
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and to perform their annual secret nocturnal rite, 
chose for its days the days of the festival of Mihragan. 
Now I will describe some of the ceremonies and rites 
which take place during the festival and try to find in 
them traces of Mithraism. 

The ceremony of Sama 

Damluji mentions a devotional ceremony which 
takes place with extreme secrecy ( 1) on the nights of -
the Communal Festivals. They call it, he says, Sama, 
or Samay1, in reference to their invoking abundances 
and revelations from heaven. 

This ceremony, he writes, is performed by a group 
of twenty persons in the courtyard opposite the 
mausoleum of Shaikh :A.di, around a candlestick 
called " Chaqaltu " (?) stood in the middle of the 
courtyard upon which a vessel full of olive oil has 
been set, a number of wicks ranged round the vessel 
and another wick made in the form of a large rose 
placed in the middle of the vessel. 

-Damliiji having mentioned the ranks or classes of 
those twenty persons in the order, and their position 
in a circle around the candlestick the wicks of which 
have been lit, tells us that the ceremony is performed 
by their turning slowly around the candlestick three . 
times in four hours (sic), while the Qawals sitting in 
front of the door of the mausoleum sing hymns and 
play tambours and pipes (sic). 

The follovving are my comments on this ceremony 
as far as the short des~ription of Damluji will permit: 

( 1) SDY, 195-196. Damluji pretends that nobody has seen 
this ceremony except himself. 
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I have no doubt that genuine mystical ceremonies 
such as this are performed by the Y azidis during the 
Communal Festivals, and that it is for the sake of this 
ceremony that the Mihragan of the autumnal festival 
has been changed by them to "J ama<-i," derived fr.om 
the mystical term " ½.ynu'l- Jam(, " which means " the 
essential meeting, the meeting in the presence of, or 
with, God or with the divinities." 

It seems to me that what Damluji calls a candlestick 
is a pole in the form of. that of their " Sanjaq" (see 
Sanjaq), which forms together with the bird upon it 
the " Sanjaq." But here the pole forms a " Sanjaq," 
together with a lamp on top instead of the usual bird ; 
and as the " Sanjaq " represents their seven-fold 
spiritual hierarchy, so the number of wicks of the 
lamp must be specified as seven, the greater one in 
its middle part re pre sen ting " Tawus e Malak " the 
Sun-god and the other six, the other six deities. 

The seven lights of this secret Sanjaq reveal the 
identity of this symbol, and can be tc1ken as further 
evidence for confirming our belief that the • seven 
YazidI gods are deities of light, originally the seven 
planets of Mi thraism. 

I see in the circling of the Y azidi"s around their 
deities a relation with the circling of the planets 
around the earth (according to ancient belief). 

Damlii.ji appears to be confusing "Sama" with the 
Arabic " Sama' " which means " sky, heaven." The 
name "Sama" used by the Yaz1d1s to designate this 
particular secret ceremony is the term used by the 
mystics for the ceremonies with dance, music and 

. song. The origin of the ritual dance, "Sama" is attri­
buted by the Batinis to the first "Sama" performed 
by the Invisible Forties, certainly without music and 

28 

·--, 
1 

' 
i 

, 
•. 1 

' 



e 

song, at the descent of Mµhammad (see the Origin of 
Chilmeran). This word too is of Arabic origin being 
the Arabic " Sama .. " that is "hearing." In Kurdish 
"Sama" means "dance," it may have been borrowed 
from the Darwish orders in remote times. 

The Mawlawis call "Sama" the ceremony per­
formed. by whirling around the Shaikh, the pole, to 
the tunes of an orchestra of stringed instruments. The 
most important symbol and sign which I note in this 
ceremony is the posture and movement of whirling 
Darwishes. The MawlawI Darwish wearing his conical 
hat and skirt, and barefooted, whirls, his right arm 
stretched to the side, the hand at the level of the head 
with palm upwards, his left arm inclined to the side 
with the palm downwards, and his head inclined to 
the left. 

It seems to me that the Mawlawi Sama contains 
traces of Mithraism. The Mawlawi Darwish in this 
.dte with the, posture of his body, and his whirling 
represents "Mithra" with his two "Dadophori," the 
members of his trinity, one on his right with an 
uplifted, the other on his left with an inverted torch,(') 
·and his continuous travelling in the sky around the 
earth. 

Among the candlesticks lit by the Bektashis in their 
"Ayin i Jam " ceremony there is one larger in size 
than the others, with three wicks, which represents 
the Bektash1 trinity "Allah-Muhammad-c.Arr" (the 
mystic Wisdom-Beauty-Glory), on the other hand 

. originally the trinity of Mithraism, "Muhammad" and 
"½Ii" being the two "dodophori." This greater 
candlestick of the Bektashis bears four and twelve 
signs also; the f.our signs which must represent their 

(') CMM, 129 

29 



four Angels and mystic door~ can have no other 
origin than the tetrads (elements, winds, seasons) of 
Mithraism; the twelve signs which represent the 
twelve Imams are originally the signs of the Zodiac. 

The Ceremony of Qabakh 

On the fifth day of the Communal festival the 
Y azidis perform the rite of Qabakh. A group of 
Yaiidi"s climb to the summit of the mountain over-
looking the mausoleum of Shaikh ½.di where they 
begin to let off their guns and to celebrate their 
rejoicing at the beginning of the ceremony. After this 
they come down to the mausoleum of Shaikh ½.di 
where both men and women dance together to the 
strains of flute and drums. Meanwhile the Mir of· 
Shaikhan prepares a large bull and asks those present 
to protect it from all harm. Armed youths then 
receive it and take it to the to·mb of Shaikh Shams 
promising to return it to the mausoleum of Shaikh 
½.di safe from all harm. While they are repeating 
a litany and prayers which are unintelligible to non-
Yazidis, two Yazidis penetrate their ranks secretly 
and one of them, by a strategem steals the bull. A 
great wailing goes up and the people recover the bull 
at once but give no indication of who is the thief, 
pretending to be ignorant of his name and ignoring 
his presence. They then lead the bull to the mauso­
leum of Shaikh ½.di amidst great cheering and re-

• 

Jo1c1ng. ~ 

The tribes are then assembled in a place called the 
Maydan e Jihad and ten brave men come forward to 
protect the bull. But at this juncture the Mir an­
nounces that there is no need for them as the bull 
has run away. This is because the two men who had 
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previously stolen the bull had entered the mausoleum 
in the guise of being two- of the Mir's men to protect 
it. They then ran away with it to the tomb of Shaikh 
Shams which is near the mausoleum of Shaikh • 2\di. 
There the Yazidis beat the bull soundly with sticks 
and with whips and then slaughter it.( 1) 

This ceremony is not, as has been claimed, one of 
the games of the festival. It was originally a religious 
rite_ to bring blessing and fertility upon agriculture 
and the Y azidis perform it in the traditional way. We 
don't know how far their chieftains are acquainted 
with its origins. The outstanding thing about this 
ceremony is that the animal which is sacrificed is a 
bull and that it is sacrificed in front of the tomb of 
Shaikh Shams. Shams is Mihr. Thus it can be said 
that the cerer.nony is concerned with Mithra and that 
it is a debased form of Mithra's capture and slaughter 
of the bull. 

I give here the Mithra legend in an abridged form 
from Cuinont: 

" Mithra captured the first of living animals which 
was a bull. This Ohrmazd had created and Mithra 
succeeded in dragging it back to his cave. But fue 
bull escaped from its prison and Mithra, on a com­
mand from Heaven ( through the Sun), found the bull 
again and killed it plunging his hunting knife right 
up to its hilt in its flanks. 

From the body of the moribund victim sprang all 
sorts of useful herbs and plants which cover the earth 
with their verdure. From its spinal cord sprang the 
wheat that gives us our bread, and from its blood the 
vine which produces the sacred drink of the mys-

( 1) For this ceremony see AHY, 128-130; and SOY, 149 and 
DPY, 157 
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teries.(') 

The Rite of beating the bull 

As for the Yazidis beating the bull soundly with 
whips and sticks before slaughtering it, this was 

' common practice with the later Zoroastrians. "The 
Zoroastrians struck their victim with a log before 
applying the knife." (2-) 

The Y azidis do not follow this Zoroastrian custom 
in the slaughtering of all animals but only in the case 
of the bull in the Qabakh ceremony. This is conclusive 
proof that this ceremony goes back to Pre-Islamic 
days. 

The Banquet of Chilmeran 

They say that Shaikh ½.di had forty dutiful disci­
ples who served him sincerely and of these the chief 
was the Fakhr Chilmeran. He was from 'A..yn Sufni 
and for this reason they set up a monument to him 
there. When the days of the communal festival come 
to an end they slaughter a bull and cook it until it 
is thoroughly done. This they call the banquet of 
Chilmeran and all the Y azTdis attend it to claim their 
share of the meat. Each of the MTr, Waz'ir Shaikh (?) 
and Baba Shaikh takes · a large piece out of the pot 
and throws it on the heads of the people. Those 
present catch it wlth great eagerness and share it out 
so that each man gets a piece no matter how small. 
Some even have to put their hands in to the boiling 
water in the belief that whoever eats a piece of this 

( 1) CMM, 132-137 
( 2 ) ZZD, 42, 52 
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meat, no matter how lit~le, acquires a portion of 
Truth.(') 

I am inclined to believe that this rite is a corruption 
of that which was performed by the mystical love 
feasts in. the ceremony of initiation. This ceremony 
included the bull-sacrifice to commemorate the last 
supper at which Mithra celebrated with Helios and 
the other companions of his labours, the termination 
of their common struggles before their ascent. to the 
heavens.( 2 ) 

Other Ba{inT sects perform this rite of the supper at 
the conclusion of their initiation rites, for example in 
Kakayism or 1\.li-Ilah'ism in their meeting which they 
call "Jam" and in Bektashism in their "Ayin i Jam"; 
(Jam is a corruption of "Jam'"" and "A.yin i jam" for 
" ½.ynu' j-jam~ "). 

The origin of C hil mer an 

As for the Chilmeran whose origin the Yazidis have 
forgotten and whom they describe · as the disciples of 
Shaikh '1\.dI, they are the Forty Spiritual Hierarchy, 
who were incarnated in the persons of well-known 
saints. There is some disagreement amongst the 
various sects as to their personification in accordance 
with their various beliefs and traditions. The Forty 
Mysterious Ones are companions of the Incarnated 
God, indeed, they have one and the same existence 
with Him. They have mystical unity as of one body. 

The Spiritual Forties are well-known to the Siifis 
for the first assembly which they held at the end of 
Muhammad's ascent, and over which Muhammad pre-

( 1) AHY, 131-132 
( 2 ) CMM, 138 
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sided. But to the Batin'is if was ½Ji who presided 
over it and Muhammad was accepted into it only after 
supplication ; and it was in this assembly that Muham­
mad understood the real nature of ½.II being God. 

The Kakay1s call them Chil-Tan (the Forty Bodies). 
The Bektashis call them Kirklar (the Forties), and the 
Kirklar meydanI is a name of the hall in which they 
carry out the "A.yin i Jam" during the night. 

The origin of the holy number must be the forty 
days in the middle of the two seasons, summer and 
winter on which are based seasonal, agricultural and 
anthropomorphic legends. 

The Rite of Eucharist 

In Mithraism 

It is possible that the origin of this rite in Mithraism 
refers back to the rite of the holy bread ahd water 
mixed with the in toxic ant Haoma of the Zoroastrians, 
which the Mi thraists took from them with the excep­
tion of the use of wine instead of Haoma which was 
not known to them. 

In Mithraism the rite of Eucharist was performed 
by placing a loaf of bread and a goblet of water mixed 
with wine in front of the mystic, over which • the 
priest pronounced the sacred formula.(') 

In Mysticism 

In the above mentioned assembly of the Forty 
Mysterious Individuals this ritual occurred. They 

( 1) CMM, 158 
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drank together the juice qf a single grape which one 
of those present had crushed. Some say he was 
Muhammad, others Salman. 

Amongst all the Mystics this rite is practiced with 
the drinking of sweet sharbat or an intoxicant, de­
pending on the particular order. The Bafinis talk of 
the rite of. bleeding in the first invisible assembly of 
the Forties. 

In Yazidism 

It does not seem to me reasonable to think that the 
wide awake YazidI law-giver could have neglected 
such an important rite as Eucharist which is a sym­
bolic swearing devotion to the faith. 

Although the ,rite of bread and soup (1) is performed 
in the mornings throughout the Communal Festivals 
and ·a rite of bread and water is performed on the day 
of 1\rafat. (9th Dhi' l;.Hajja), the day before the '-id of 
Qurban (l), both may be regarded as the Eucharist, I 
am sure that the rite of water and clay -(see Sanjfq, 
Barat and Qawal) ,,vhich is performed duririg the cere­
mony of visiting the Sanjaq is the rite of Eucharist. 
We find this rite in their marriage ceremony also. The . 
marriage ceremony n1ust be ended by the ritual par­
taking by the bride and bride-groom of a piece of 
bread, brought from a Shaikh's house,( 3) with which 
they certainly take a drink of water. A little quantity 
of clay from the tomb of Shaikh 1\di may be swal­
lowed instead of bread.( 4 ) 

(I) SDY, 196 
(2) AHY, 126-127 
(3) AHY, 98-99 
(4) Ibid 
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Baptism 

Amongst the other rites that the Y azidis may have 
inherited from Mithraism is baptism. The Yazidis 
baptise their children by dipping them three times in 
the font of water of the Kani Spi If circumstances do 
not allow them to be baptised when they are children, 
then baptism may be carried out at any age.(') 

• As for baptism in Mithraism, Cumont in his inves­
tigations of the rivalry between Mithraisrn and Chris­
tianity in the third century says: H The rites that they 
practiced offer numerous analogies. The sectarians of 
the Persian god Mithra, like the Christians, purified 
themselves by baptism" .(2) 

( 1) DPA, 159-160 
P·) CMM, p. 190 
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I 2 

PART FOUR 

Traces of Mithraism in some Y azidi Symbols and 
Traditions 

The Badge 

When they have finished the banquet of Chilmeran, 
the Mir1s deputies tie round the heads of the Yazidis 
white bands for which they have to pay. Then they 
return to their homes the same day singly or in 
groups.C) What the writers call a band is a piece of 
white gauze. BatinI orders maintain that this rite was 
first carried out at the end of Eucharist in the meeting 
held by the Forties. 

In Mithraism a mark was given to the initiates.C2) 

Every Yazidi must carry about with him his certi­
ficate which he wears to repel misfortune and which 
he kisses every morning and evening. This certificate, 
called Barat, is a small bead the size of a hazel nut 
made by the Qawals from clay from the mausoleum 
of Shaikh ½.di and holy water· and is sold by them to 
pilgrims and to the Yazidis when they visit-the Sanjaq. 
The Qawals also sell them the clay in powder form. 
These beiads may be and the powder must be eaten 
by the Yazidis.C3) 

( 1) AHY, 132 
(2-) EWTM, 155 
(3') For details of the use of Barat and the day see SDY, 65, 

66, 137-138; and AHY, 93, 98-99, 120 
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The following might perhaps indicate the Mithraic 
origin of the certificate : "St. Augustine speaks of 
engraven stones that were given to the initiates at 
the end of their probation, tokens of admission in to 
the fraternity and a means of recognition amongst 
the members.(') 

Qawiil 

Mithra having been identified with _the Sun, his ser­
vitors invested themselves wilh the name of "Runners 
of the Sun" (Heliodromus); this was the name of the 
members of the sixth degree in Mithraism.( 2) 

It is a strange coincidence that in Y azidism some 
functions of- the members of a class, i.e., the Qawals 
and their title have some resemblance to the functions 
and name of the Mithraic "Runner of the Sun." 

One of the duties of the Qawal is to accompany the 
Sanj.aq wherever it goes· amongst the Yazidis to per­
form the rite of introducing the Y azidis to the worship 
of it. • • - • • •• 

Moreover the Princes employ these Qawals as their 
ambassadors to the Y azidis from whom they are far 
removed. 

The Yazidis called them "Tazis," i.e. "Saluqi dogs." 
The Qawals rejoice in this name and claim that it was 
Shaikh ½.di who gave it to them because they were 
like "saluqi dogs" in his service.( 3) 

The word " tazhI " or " tan ji " or " taz1 " in the 
Kurdish dialects is the name for "saluqi dogs"; but 
its original meaning is "running" and is derived from 
the Avestan root "tach -" (to run). 

(') EWTM, 155 
(2) CMM, 152, 154 
(3) SDY, 51-53 

38 



,,.... 

The Sanjaq 

The most important of the widely known Y azidi 
symbols, is a standard which they call Sanjaq, or 
wrongly Tawiis (Peacock). The bird on its pole i_s not 
a peacock. In the fatwa of Shaikh ar-RabtakT, which 
will be mentioned afterwards, this Sanj.aq is called the 
"standard of Shaikh ~di." Sanjaq in Turkish means 
"standard." This word has been well known since the 
11th century, used by the Saljuqs as a symbol of 
autonomy. 

The Yazidis nowadays have seven Sanjaqs accord­
ing with the number of the Deities which they are now 
believed to represent ; and all of them are one, and 
believed to represent Tawiis e Malak. 

I see in the Sanjaq of the YazTdis a corrupted form 
of the Mithraic standard of Hatra. The standard of 
Hatra is composed of a number of symbols set up _ 
along a ,pole which ends with a crescent-shaped tri­
dent, on its centre an eagle like the eagle representing· 
the Firmament which is seen beside the standard.(') 

The Sanjaq of the Yazidi's is accompanied by two 
things; the first is what 'Abd u'-Razzaq al-~asan1, who 
discovered it, called "cushions," (2) and the second is 
a goblet for drinking water. 

As for the thing called " cushions," it seems to me 
that it represents the drapery hanging down behi::1d 
the Mithraic standard of Hatra, and the goblet as we 
know is the sacred one from which the Qawals give 
water to every Yazidi whom they introduce to the 
Sanjaq. This rite is accomplished by giving the visitors 
Bara ts, and also powder from the clay of Shaikh ½.di' s 
( ') See 9-a picture of Nov. the 17th, 1951, the Illustrated 

London News 
(2) ARY, 47, 48 
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Mausoleum which they .swal~ow with the help of water 
that the Qawals give them from the sacred goblet (see 
the Barat and the rite of Eucharist). 

Two other myths of Mithraism in Y azidism 

1. The YazTdis believe that "KanI _Spi" (the white 
spring), in Shaikh· ~di's temple cave was one of his 
miracles, as it said in the third line of the qa~Ida 
attributed to Shaikh.( 1) 

The Bektashis also believe that Haji Bektash has 
made a spring gush by a miracle near Haji Bektash 
village (in Turkey); it is strange that they also call it 
"Ak Pun-ar" which in Turkish means the white spring, 
as " KanT SpT" of the Y azidis means in Kurdish. 

The origin of this legend goes back to Mithra. 
Mithra made the water flow from the rock by firing 
his arrows at it to rescue man from the drought which 
had spread over the earth.( 2 ) 

The Batinis in Iran believe that there are springs of 
water that the Imam ¼Ii opened up. Thus in the town 
of Sulaimani and its surrounding districts there is a 
belief that the spring of Sarchinar, which is. the 
greatest spring in the neighbourhood of the town was 
opened by the Imam 'Ali with a blow from his sword 
Dhu'l-Fiqar. This belief has remained from a time 
when the BatinTsm was .spread all over the Shahtaz\ir 
district. 

The Sarchinar spring was in the ·past a sacred place. 
I think that it was in pre-Islamic time a place of 
worship sacred to the Iranian goddess of running 
waters, springs and fertility, "Anahita." Perhaps 

( 1) SDY, 94, 95 
(2) CMM, 197, 228 
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Sarchinar was the place of the same temple of "Aneia" 
mentioned by Strabo as being near Karkuk( 1); 
"Aneia" is corrupted from "Anaitis" which is the 
Greek pronunciation of "Anahita." There is a village 
in the neighbourhood called "Zargata"; "Zargata" 
ean be derived from "Azarkata" which means "fire 
temple." 

2. The Y azidi's believe that on the resurrection day 
Shaikh ~di will cause them to enter into -paradise 
without any judgment or punishment.( 2) 

As to the Mithraists, Mithra was the celestial father 
that received them in his resplendent mansion, like 
children who had returned from a distant voyage.(3) 

Maliku' s-Salam, Miran b. Nuh 

In the Ma~l]af i Rashit says that the Yazid'is were 
the descendents of Maliku' s-Salam, Miran b. Niih. 
I think that these names are significant. 

(a) Maliku' s-Salam 

In the Isma<ili beliefs, Maliku' s-Salam is the Lord 
of the Time, the third • of the six who came, one in 
every 1,000 years of the present cycle of 7,000 years. 
Each of these was accompanied by one of the six 
prophets from Adam to Muhammad. The seventh 
Lord of the Time was Mawlana Hasan (1164 A.D.), 
-who was the Lord of the Great Resurrection.( 4) 

Maliku' s-Salam lived in the time of the prophet 

(') Strabo, iii, p. 144 
(2) PSM, 371; and DPA, 25; and SOY, 435 
(J) CMM, 145 
( 4) HBI, 39-42, and Introduction 010, 011. 015 
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. Abraham and was his son, Ishmael. His father Abra­
ham was his Proof. The Isma'i1Is called him also 
Oshedar and Oshedarmah. There is a tradition that 
Zoroaster was his Proof and that he appeared at the· 
end of the epoch of Abraham.( 1) • 

' 
I must confess to being unable to answer the ques-

tion how the legend of ·Maliku' s-Salam, who was 
peculiar to the Ismac.ilis, was adopted by the Y azidis. 
But the link • of Maliku' s-Salam with Oshedar and 
Oshedarmah is clearer. In Zoroastrianism there is a 
belief that ·Zoroaster will ·have three sons, Oshedar, 
Oshedarmah and Saoshyans, between each of whom 
are one thousand years. These will be the Lords of 
the Time. At the beginning of the millennium of 
Oshedah and of Oshedar:mah the religion of Zoroaster 
will be renewed. In the time of Saoshyans will be the 
Resurrection; after everybody has passed through the 
molten mines and been affected by them in accordance 
with their lives on Earth, all mankind will live a life 
of eternal bliss. 

(b) Miran 

Miran is the Kurdish pronunciation of the name 
Mihran which is derived from Mithra. For Mithra 
was- pronounced " Mihr " from the 'fir.st century A.D. 
onwards, as was mentioned above, being the name of 
the Sun-god and the protector of contracts and truth. 
The " an " is an honorific plural suffix as it is in 
"Yazdan." The proper noun "Mihran" is a relic of 
the Sassanian period and it is still used by the Persians 
and Armenians ; but the Kurds have changed the pro­
nunciation to "Miran" which they use to this day. 
It may or may not be that the honorific title "Miran" 

(I) Ibid 
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which the Kurds use for p~ople, such as Miran Sidiq 
Bag is of similar derivation; "Mir" and "Miran" may 
also be derived from the Arabic word "Amir." 

But the name "Miran" of Maliku' .s-Salam is cer­
tainly derived from the Iranian" mihr," and this being 
the case, it may be that the claim of the Yazidis to· 
relationship to this legendary King Miran, could have 
its roots in the forgotten past of their Princes. Is it, 
perhaps,. possible that the first fathers of their present 
Princes were Mithraists? 
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PART FIVE 

The Ya~idis Do Not Worship the Devil 

I 

TAWUS E MALAK 

The proper pronunciation of the name 

This· name is usually pronounced "Tawiis Malak," 
meaning "Peacock Angel," but the proper pronuncia­
tion as .used by the Y az'idis themselves is "Tawus e . 
Malak," with "e" representing "i" izafa in the 
Northern Kirmanfi dialect, which means "Peacock of 
the Angels." 

The use of the title Tawus 
• 

The use of this title as a token of esteem and 
respect, a~d as a recognition of glory, splendour and 
pride had been long known to the Siifis who gave to 
the great ninth century Saint, BayazTd of Bastam, the 
name "Peacock of the Saints." I myself have a book 
on Sufism, published in 1431, in which Gabriel is given 
rthe title " Peacock of the Angels." 

In classic Persian literature we find the sun 
desoribed as "Tawus i atg,hpar" (the fiery winged 
Peacock) and also "Tawiis i 'ulwT ashyan" (the Pea­
cock of the heavenly nest). 
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'[awus e Malak is Gabriel, Sun-god (Mihr: Mithra) 

It is not, I think, unreasonable to suggest here that 
the founder of YazidI Sun-worship originally gave to 
Gabriel, the chief of the four Angels, the title "Pea­
cock of the Angels," Tawus e Malak. Later when he 
raised the number of the Angels to seven to be 
equivalent to the seven Mithraic Gods, 'fawus e Malak 
retained his supremacy over all other Angels and 
became equated with the Sun-god, Mihr (Mithra). 
Indeed the chief Qawal had told Lady Drower that 
Tawus e Malak is the chief of the seven angels, and 
is one with Gabriel.( 1) 

lblis (the Devil) was a Jinn 

• It is fundamental that the control of the people's 
religion was firmly in the hands of. their supreme 
spiritual leader and the source of every established 
creed must be in him. It was, therefore, impossible 
for the people to take a new god and to make their 
highest spiritual leader, who was himself deified, wor­
ship it. This being so, it is hardly credible that the 
YazTdI Shaikh who was a learned ~ufi capable of 
skilfully and minutely composing a new religion from 
selected portions of various religions and philosophies, 
was unable to find any other god to be chief of his 
seven gods besides lbli's ; especially as IbITs is not even 
an angel, but a jinn. For Almighty God said: "When 
we said to the angels, ' How down to Adam,' and they 
all bowed down e:xicept IbITs. He was a Jinn and 
departed from the command of his Lord" (the Cave 
-50). 

( 1) DPA, 92 
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The book "Jilwa" cannot derive from the god of Evil 

In order to contend that the god whom the Yaz'idis 
worship is the Iranian god of Evil, one must accept 
that the book "Jilwa" is the word of the god of Evil. 
But this position is untenable because the Peacock of 
the Angels appears no more severe than Mithra in 
punishing his enemies, for it is Mithra who protects 
man from the enmity and enticements· of the Devil 
and his followers, who is the prime bestower of 
blessings upon man, who "annihilates the tribes and 
the nations that are hostile to him." ( l ), (see also Part 
One, 3 - 12 Jilwa). 

Comparison between "The Peacock of the Angels" and 
-the Devil 

The Devil (Shay(an) 

He is a jinn, created from 
fire, 

Expelled, profane . and 
aocursed, 

The enemy of mankind, 

· He has no power over 
man, 

He seduces and deceives 
human race, 

• He is mortal and will be 
cast into Hell. 

(l) FMM, 4 
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Peacock of the Angels 

He is an emanation from 
God, 

God's lieutenant for ·the 
preserva,tion of the 
world, 

Not an enemy of man­
kind, 

He has divine power over 
man, 

He does not seduce nor 
deceive humans, 

He is eternal god. 
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The Peacock of the Angels and Mithra 

From the evidence I have briefly extracted from the 
Mashaf i Rash it is reasonable to conclude that the .. 
seven Y azidI gods were inspired by the Mithraic 
planet gods and that the 'fawiis e Malak is the equiva­
lent of the Sun,. that is Mithra (see also Part Five, I). 
But the resemblance does not stop there, even their 
rank in God's hierarchy is the same. Cumont says 
that Mithra is like the ancient Logos -which is an 
emanation from God and shares in his power.( 1) It 
seems likely that the Tawiis e Malak is in Yaz'idi belief 
an emanation from God, responsible as his lieutenant 
for the preservation of the world. From him in turn 
emanated six other gods who are, with him, a single 
personality. 

II 

The Accusation that the Yazid'is were Devil-worshippers 

1 ~ Deification of Yazid 

The Y azidis have never tried to conceal the fact that 
they deified Shaikh '.A.di. In fact they went further and 
deified and ·worshipped Y azid b. Mu<-awiya as ·well. 
It seems that Yazid was taken as a god as a token of 
defiance when the 2\dawI position was threatened by 
the ¼lid Babayi's who had come from Khorasan, 
followed by tens of • thousands of darvishes, fleeing 
from the Mongols and seeking refuge in Sanjar and 
the other mountainous areas of the Iraqi Kurdistan. 

( 1) FMM, 140 
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The '1\.dawI Shaikh of the time was opposed to the 
choice of Y azid and, indeed, the deification of this, 
the most execrated figure of all Islamic history, has 
had unwelcome consequences for the sect. For as a 
result of this act, the sect was rejected by the Islamic 
world· and the accusations which were later levelled 
against them were given the greater credence thereby, 
particularly the accusation of Devil-worship. 

The accusations 

The accusations that first begun by forging slan'ders 
against their beliefs, creeds and chastity were later 
surmounted by attaching to them the heresy of Devil­
worship. But having presented the available facts 
about the Yazidis and their alleged Devil-worship, I 
would like to suggest that there is, in fact, no con­
clusive evidence for it and that this, together with 
other accusations, are all malicious fabrication of 
fancies goaded on by the close guard kept by the 
Yazidis on their sect and its rites. In this they suffer 
the same as the Kakayi's and the Qizil Bash1s and other 
se.cret sects which give rise to entirely unwarranted 
misrepresentations. These however were never 
accused of being Devil-worshippers. 

But the spiteful and the unscrupulous have taken 
full advantage of these accusations and have encour­
aged the pronouncement of unjust fatwas as an excuse 

·-for hostility towards the sect, the execution of its 
members and the appropriation of its property. 
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The fatwas 

The Yazidis were not accused of Devil-worship before the 
middle of the 18th century 

The earliest of these fatwas is .claimed to be that 
attributed to the Shaikhu' I-Islam Abu Sa'iid al-
'Amadi (1490-1574) quoted by Damliiji.(\) In this 

fatwa occurs the following passage : " Their total love 
for the Devil and his for them, and their belief that . 
he is the Peacock of the Angels ... " 

About this fatwa Damluji says: "This is the works 
of an ignorant fool; I cannot believe that this was 
the mufti' al- ½.madi." (2 ) Damlufi w,ould appear to be 
right in this opinion and there are four reasons which 
seem to show that this fatwa in which it is mentioned 
that the Y azidis call the Devil " Peacock of the 
Angels"· was not written until after the middle of the 
18th century. A.D. These are as follows:-

A. The Sharafnama of Amir Sharafu' d-D"in al­
Bitfisi, who knew more about the Kurds at that time 
than any other person, was completed in 1596 but 
makes no mention of Devil-worship amongst the 

• Y azidis. There are passing references to their religion 
as in a discourse on the Rulers of the J azira, about 
which he. says: "For a while they adopted the modes 
and custo.ms of the inauspicious. Yazidi party, but 
they finally turned from this heresy and resumed their 
holy faith." And in the course of the treating to the 
Dunbuii tribes and their Rulers he defines Y azidism 
as a "disapproved mode." (3) 

( 1) SDY, 428-433 
(2) Ibid, 433 
(3) Sharafnama, Petersburg ed., 115, 312 
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B. The Turkish traveller Awliya Chalabi who visited 
. Sinjar in 1654 and forged nonsensical accusations 

against the Y azidis, does not mention their wor­
shipping the Devil, nor the name of the Tawiis e 
Malak. 

• C. In spite of many false accusations against the 
Yazidis in 1the fatw·a of Shaikh 'Abdu'llah ar-Rabtakf, 
a scholar Kurd in the neighbourhood of the Y az1dis, 
written in 1724,( ') there is again no mention of the 
Tawiis e Malak nor of any Devil-worship. 

D. In the above fatwa of Shaikh 'Abdu'llah the stan­
dard which is now called " the Peacock" is named 
the " standard of ½.di" (2 ) which is clear evidence 
that Yazidis were not accused with Devil-worship and 
even their god called Tawiis e Malak was unknown 
to outsiders in the mid-18th century. 

The most explicit declaration of Sun and Devil-
-worship amongst them is to be found in an article by 
Mohammad Ami"n al-<-UmarI written in 1785.(3) 

III 

THE CONCLUSION 

The Y azidis cannot, in fact, believe in the existence of the 
Devil 

We mentioned above, in the passage on the crea­
tion, that the Batinis who believe that the universe is 

( I) SDY, 433-439 
(2) SDY, 435 
(3) SDY, 441 
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an emanation from God's essence, do not believe in 
the existence of the Devil. The YazTdis, therefore, in 
as much as they share this belief about the creation, 
also rejeot the existence of the Devil. Take as. an 
example of the Isma'-iff belief about the source of ,evil 
what Na~ir i Khu.sraw (11th century) said: "The 
inordinate appetite. is the Devil of the heart." (1) 

Mustan~ir Billah, the 15th century Nizari Isma'-iii, 
also said: "Whatever good befall you is from God 
and the light of your minds, but whatever ill ·befall 
you is from your own sins." (2 ) In reference to the 
belief that the Peacock of the Angels is the Devil 
the chief Qawal said to Lady Drower words • to the 

• following effect: "The evil that is in men's hearts is 
not from the Peacock of the Angels but from them­
selves." (3) In other words the Devil does not exist. 

The, Yaztdzs are not Devil-worshippers, but are secre_t 
Sun-worshippers 

The fact that the Y az1dis do not believe in the 
existence of the Devil is in itself sufficient (in addi­
tion to the facts mentioned in this and the previous 
parts) to remove the accusation of Devil-worship from 
them. But I find it useful to end my study with a 
reminder that Devil-worship has two fundamental 
principles:-

1. The use of magic to enlist the Devil's aid in 
achieving one's aims. 

2. The disbelief in punishment and retribution in the 
after life. 

( 1) GRN, 105 
( ) PJI, 92 
(3) DPA, 92 

51 

., 



The Y azidis however practice no magic, and they 
• believe in punishment by transmigration and in para­

dise in the next world. So we are to conclude surely 
that the Y azidis do not worship the Devil. 

On the other hand the actual Y azid1sm being a 
. synthetic religion composed of a Batinism and Mith­

raism (save its Devil-worship), could soundly be 
called "secret Sun-worship." 
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