
[image: Cover Image]

[image: image]


 

This book is dedicated to the Yezidi martyrs.
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“If as some Yezidis maintain, we are all angels enjoying a temporary existence as men and women, we need no rulers, regulations, or exoteric religions. In Peacock Angel a lifelong defender of anarchism blends poetry, erudition, and spiritual insight to honor this misunderstood and persecuted group, perhaps our closest link with the primordial tradition itself.”

JOSCELYN GODWIN,
AUTHOR OF MYSTERY RELIGIONS 
IN THE ANCIENT WORLD

“Peacock Angel penetrates the esoteric secrets of Yezidi spirituality. The Yezidi, who believe they are followers of the oldest of religions, likely go back more than 10,000 years. Wilson explores Yezidism as a pure religion that rejects the law in order to be free to choose religious spontaneity, freedom, and passion: the way to be mad for God. Delving into their oral and shamanic roots, Wilson shows how the Yezidi ferociously practiced their love of the divine. This lovely book is a pearl of wisdom that reveals the Yezidi passion to know God in our soulless world. A must-read for spiritual seekers in our times.”

BARBARA HAND CLOW,
AUTHOR OF AWAKENING THE PLANETARY 
MIND AND THE 
MIND CHRONICLES

“Only the heterodox intellect of Peter Lamborn Wilson could expose the deeper truth behind today’s tragic headlines: that one of the world’s most brutally persecuted religious sects, the Yezidis—reduced by the thoughtless to be worshippers of a Satan that the thoughtless neither understand nor wish to understand—may hold the key to the revitalization of didactic religion. As Wilson’s enthralling arcanum reveals, the question is less whether the Yezidis can survive but whether we can survive without them.”

MITCH HOROWITZ, PEN AWARD–WINNING 
AUTHOR OF OCCULT AMERICA, 
THE MIRACLE CLUB,
AND UNCERTAIN PLACES
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATIONS

In this book words from Kurdish, Persian, Arabic, Syriac, and other languages appear, and within quotations from other writers various systems of transliteration are used. Rather than attempting any “scientific” and unified system(s), I have avoided diacritical marks and approximated pronunciations, favoring Kurdish where possible (e.g.,
feqir and not faqīr). Some words appear in a variety of spellings (due to differing transliteration systems used in various sources). Scholars will recognize the words, and others presumably won’t care.
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PREFACE

WHO ARE THE YEZIDIS?

The Yezidis comprise an ethnic religious group sometimes included among the Kurds (most of them speak Kurmanji Kurdish) but sometimes considered a separate entity. The name derives either from the second Umayyad caliph Yazid I (d. 683 CE), or from the Old Iranian word yazata meaning “divinity.”*1 Aside from Caliph Yazid, 
the “historical founder” of the tradition was a Sufi from Lebanon, Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir, of Umayyad descent, who settled in the remote Hakkari mountains of Iraq circa 1111 CE. Sheikh Adi is buried in the holy valley of Lalish, the sect’s chief site of pilgrimage. A popular hypothesis, which I share, is that a pre-Islamic sect already existed in that region, and Sheikh Adi was accepted by them as a teacher. However, either he or his descendants were in turn so influenced by the original sect that, in effect, they departed from Islam, and by the fifteenth century the sect was known to worship the Peacock Angel, Melek Ta’us, 
a figure often identified as “the devil” or Satan—hence the sect is known as “devil worshippers.” As we’ll see, however, the actual situation is far more complex than this.
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Figure 1. The Holy Valley of Lalish.

Photographer unknown

There may be about a million Yezidis in the world today—no one knows. Many have fled from Turkey and recently from Iraq on account of persecution. There are some in Syria, in Germany, and in the United States, and also in the former Soviet regions of Armenia and Georgia. It is believed that Yezidis were once to be found in Iran and in India. There is no doubt that remarkable parallel traditions indeed exist in these countries, and need to be discussed. In Iraq there are two Yezidi population centers, one in the Hakkari region near Mosul, the other in Jebel Sinjar.

After the fall of the Umayyad dynasty, there seems to have existed a restorationist resistance movement that carried out guerilla warfare in the region now inhabited by the Yezidis. But scholars have proposed other “origins” for the sect. For some they comprise a post-Islamic form of Sufism, or a schismatic sect influenced by Sufism; for others they are a gnostic “survival,” or they are Mesopotamian or Harranian pagans, or crypto-Christians, or crypto-Jews, or crypto-Manichaeans, or Mandaeans, or (recently a popular notion) Zoroastrians, perhaps Mithraists, or even “Hindus.” They are very clearly related somehow to another Kurdish sect of “angel worshippers” called the Ahl-i Haqq (“People of Truth”) found amid Shiite milieux in Iran. Yezidis have been identified as Magians, Assyrians, Hittites, Mittani, Sumerians, and other ethnic and religious groups. In brief, their origins are mysterious.

As for the religion itself, that is the subject of this book, but for a brief and cogent summary, see the Encyclopaedia of Islam article on Yezidis by Philip Kreyenbroek, the present doyen of European Yezidi studies, whose major writings are a sine qua non for my work.
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INTRODUCTION

The Yezidi religion could be considered from any of a number of perspectives—for instance, as an ethnically bound, orally transmitted “folk religion” structurally similar to other isolated Eurasian cults such as the Druse, the Dünmeh, the Alevis, the Asheks, the Mandaeans, the Ahl-i Haqq. (In past times such cults persisted even in Europe—witch covens, for instance, or the Baltic pagans, or, later, the Frankists.) Membership in such “small” religions is usually closed—at least in theory—and this “ethnic” finitude may come to characterize even former “world religions” like Zoroastrianism.

In truth, matters are more complex. For instance, in Kurdistan nowadays many people are not “converting” to Zoroastrianism, but “discovering” that their families were “always” Zoroastrians, practicing “dissimulation” (as nominal Christians or Muslims) to escape persecution. It might happen that al-Qaeda and ISIS give Islam such a bad name that it loses its hegemony in the region, perhaps especially among non-Arab peoples like Kurds, Persians, and Indians.

In this dramatic context, the outside world has grown more aware of the Yezidis since political and religious warfare in Iraq, Syria, Iran, and Turkey, and the “Middle East” in general has drawn attention to the suffering of oppressed religious minorities. Once an obscure, marginal folk whose fascinating faith was known only as a rumored “devil worship,” the Yezidis have in recent years been murdered, oppressed, dispersed, enslaved, and tortured by fundamentalist Islamist bigots and sadists, and have earned the pity of a media-bemused world. The contention of this essay is that admiration would be a more just response to the facts of Yezidism. By all means let us support their resistance to oppression, but let us not define them merely as victims.

I have been writing for some time about the need for a “new revelation” in the sphere of spirituality, a turn toward heresy so to speak, which I identify under the rubric of the re-paganization of monotheism. This is not the place for a full-scale critique of institutional religion since the “invention of civilization” in the fourth millennium BCE. For one thing, I’ve already carried this out; for another, the thing is obvious. I’m not alone in dreaming of such a movement; recently, for example, I came across the contemporary Persian philosopher Wahid Azal’s call for a post-Islamic Sufism (based on classical neo-Shiite Babism, heterodox Sufism, and ayahuasca shamanism).*2 Such ideas are “in the air” and have been since at least the 1960s. More recently, one might be forgiven for arguing that the need has reached crisis level. My intention here is limited to a discussion of Yezidism 
as a proto-version of the very repaganization I propose, as an antinomian 
response to the “killing letter” of monotheist puritanism, and as a “Nietzschean religion” dating back at least to the thirteenth century—a poetic inspiration for a serious movement to save religion from itself, from slavery and death, and (re)turn it to the shamanic values of mastery and life.

This essay (literally, “attempt”) concerns some aspects of the Yezidi religion, and not others. For example, I have very little to say about Yezidi history (which has been dealt with by other writers, e.g., John Guest’s Survival among the Kurds) or anthropology (inadequately studied, but see Henry Field, The Yezidis, and Birgül Açıkyıldız, The Yezidis) or folklore (see Christine Allison’s The Yezidi Oral Tradition in Iraqi Kurdistan for marvelous transcriptions and annotated translations of folksongs), or tribal structure, customs, costumes, foodways, and so forth. Having never visited the Yezidis myself, I must leave picturesque descriptions to those who have, such as Layard in the nineteenth century and, Seabrook, Edmonds, and Lady Drower in the twentieth.1 What I offer is a review of other people’s writings, with an emphasis on the theme of esoteric antinomianism.*3

For the history, folklore, festivals, pilgrimages, and geography of the Yezidi world, the bibliography can be a readers’ guide. I intend a different experiment. Yezidism is a religion with secrets. (Because it remains largely a nonliterate tradition, some of these secrets are not known even to the majority of believers; moreover, orality leads to variants in the traditions.) I believe that such secrets can be discerned in general terms, if not in specific details, by an esoteric hermeneutics (as Henry Corbin put it) in which structural parallels with other esoteric traditions can be used to elucidate the Yezidi symbolique. I’ll try to show that Yezidism constitutes to a certain degree a conscious critique of orthodoxy and puritanism, that it has always proposed a “re-paganization of monotheism,” and that it has developed in a dialectical relation with religion in such a way as to constitute a classical antinomianism. I do not apologize for presuming that Yezidism has a use for readers who are not themselves Yezidis, and that it can be experienced as “revelation” through reading. Although not a religion of the Book, and quite clearly on the side of face-to-face encounter rather than action at a distance, Yezidism has accreted (like a pearl) a nimbus of textuality—and it is here that my attention is engaged. Obviously I cannot pretend to offer some sort of final account of Yezidism—or even a very accurate one. Let this text, then, be defined as poetry—as subjectivity—rather than scholarly prose. Any errors are mine—and precious to me.

Regretfully, I must limit my remarks about the current political situation of the Yezidis to a general statement of outrage on their behalf, due to continual Islamist persecution (murder, rape, enslavement) by elements such as ISIS. Fatwas against the Yezidis issued by the Ottoman ulema in the nineteenth century (see the appendix in Sami Said Ahmed’s The Yezidis) already advocated murder and enslavement of these “unbelievers.” Hyper-orthodoxies such as Wahhabism or Salafism may be distortions of orthodox Islam, but they do not violate historical programs. If “moderate” Islam today does not launch an effective critique of Salafism, perhaps this is from fear that the ugliest bigots are not misrepresenting the religion, but are practicing it to the letter, “which killeth.” Sufism and other heterodox forms of Islam appear to be precluded from making a robust resistance against Islamism—because, as one Sufi shaykh put it, “We believe in peace and love,” and not in violence or even militant self-defense. This constitutes, in the classical sense, a true tragedy.

As some of my readers will know, I have devoted decades of my life to the study of such heterodox forms. During this time, I have gone from a position of sympathy with Islam per se to a quite different view of the matter. I have waited in vain for a reasoned response from within mainstream Islam to the fundamentalist puritanism infecting it. When I first fell in love with esoteric forms of Islam in Iran, Afghanistan, and India in the 1970s, it often seemed that Sufism was the dominant mode, and that heterodoxies such as Ismailism or the Ahl-i Haqq (whom I also came to know and appreciate) were living limbs, so to speak, of the greater body of faith. In effect, what I liked were the “medieval accretions” and “impurities” that are now being condemned and repressed, from the firebombed Sufi shrines of Pakistan to murdered mystics in Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Libya, and to persecuted Druzes, Asheqs, wandering dervishes, Yezidis and other “minorities” everywhere in Dar al-Islam. The time has come to say, finally, that the exoteric religion itself must be held to blame for these horrors.

I agree with Wahid Azal that the age now demands the proclamation of the precedence of the esoteric (batini) over the exoteric (zaheri).*4 Therefore, the aspect of Yezidism that will chiefly concern me is its esoteric essence. In a sense, the religion can be interpreted as a pure form of esotericism and, moreover, an antinomian manifestation of the purely esoteric. For dialectical reasons, which I’ll discuss, Yezidism can be situated and understood in opposition to Islam and its law; also, it must be seen as both a pre-Islamic religion and a post-Islamic form of Sufism. In making the argument, I intend not to rely in a final sense on contemporary interpretations of Yezidism, either by scholars or by practicing Yezidis. My sole source of evidence must be Yezidi texts, by which I mean largely transcriptions of oral traditions.

Until recently, the Yezidi caste of mirids (commoners), and even most of the Sheikh and Pir castes, were supposed to be deliberately uneducated and unable to read. Western scholars often assumed the rule was meant to keep them “ignorant” and in thrall to the mir or ruler. But I see the rule as part of their antinomian praxis. Surely we are post-progressist enough by now to admit that literacy is at best a mixed blessing. The text has always (since about 4000 BC) been a means of enslaving humans to a status quo of the state and its official ideology or religion. By refusing literacy, the Yezidis signified their refusal of law as oppression. “The pen is in the hand of the enemy,” as the old Persian proverb puts it. The magic of writing comprises both the blessing and the curse of Hermes-Thoth. According to a legend, when Thoth tells Thamus (= Ammon = Zeus) he’s invented writing, and that from now on humans will never forget anything, Thamus answers, “On the contrary, my son—now they’ll forget everything.” Writing is the death of memory, and hence the origin of unknowing. Its spell binds us to the power of the author(ity). In this sense, in adhering to an oral tradition—and not an “illiterate” or “preliterate” one—the Yezidis can be seen as deliberately (not accidentally) free. In their so-called scripture, the Kitab al-Jilwah, Melek Ta’us the Peacock Angel says, “I lead to the straight path without a revealed book; I direct aright my beloved and my chosen ones by unseen means” (italics mine). Islam calls itself the religion of the Book. It acknowledges that Judaism and Christianity are also religions of the Book (and, according to some Sufis, also Hinduism with its Vedas). All others, bookless, are illegitimate. But Yezidism goes further. It rejects the Book. It opposes the Book. In this dialectical opposition is formed its true essence and glory.
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1

BOOKS

They say our hearts are our books, and our sheikhs tell us everything from the second Adam until now and the future.

APPENDIX TO MESHAF 
RESH

The Yezidi religion appears to possess two revealed books—the Kitab al-Jilwah (Book of Revelation) and Meshaf Resh (The Black Book)—whose author (whether God or Melek Ta’us) maintains that Yezidi teachings are not contained in books, and that the Book of Revelation was (as opposed to the Bible or Qur’an) not a revealed text. The two books seem to have been unknown till the late nineteenth century, when versions of them began to appear in the very dodgy manuscript markets of Iraq. Were they forgeries, concocted for sale to credulous Western tourists and scholars? Yezidi legend says no, they are authentic, and that their originals were stolen by the British and hidden in the British Museum. And the texts as received contain real Yezidi teachings. It is true that books cannot be revealed, and that most Yezidis are forbidden to learn to read. Their tradition is canonical only as orally transmitted. Yezidism is not illiterate (or preliterate) but anti-literate, 
as we said above. The pen has been in the hand of the enemy ever since writing 
was invented as a means of magical control, of propagating ideology and alienation. Writing is paradoxically the sign of absence: when knowledge is reduced to data, it falls into a black hole of cultural amnesis because it is no longer contained in the soul, but merely in books (which can be lost). Only presence assures authenticity. Mediation is separation—and loss.

In the twenty-first century the Yezidi stricture on literacy has loosened, of course, under the influence of whiggish modernism, which has no concept of the positive valence of orality or the inherent “dark side” of the written (and especially the printed) word. “Education” must be good—any other attitude would constitute backwardness and reaction. The existence of what might be called revolutionary anti-progressism—the idea that liberal social control (including literacy and enlightenment) can easily become a form of oppression, and must be dialectically critiqued and in some cases actively opposed in the cause of liberation—this perspective is generally condemned as “Romantic” at best. For the record, then, allow me to say that I perceive an esoteric value in the Yezidi defense of orality. The limits imposed by the very structure of media can only be transcended by breakthroughs into pre-sentience and “heart-to-heart” transmission of knowledge—that is, of wisdom, which is existential—and not of mere information.

The pure orality of the Yezidi tradition has resulted in a wild poly-valence and delirium of mythopoesis. Answers to theological questions can differ from village to village, and from one believer to another. However, from the scholar’s perspective, coherence is not lost. One benefit (for outsiders at least) of modernity has been the transcription and publication of a great deal of oral material, most importantly the qewls or hymns that are memorized by hereditary bards (qawwals) and performed during rituals, and the stories that are told to contextualize and comment on the poems. These oral texts have only begun to appear since the latter half of the twentieth century, and they are still concealed by their rather obscure appearances in print, for example, in the English-language translations of Kreyenbroek. These hymns have “come from the sky” in a quasi-revelatory mode: God (or Melek Ta’us) taught them to the angels who transmitted them to the sheikhs, who revealed them to the Yezidi people—or, they are the work of Sheikh Adi—or by the wise and saintly men of Adi’s day.1

“Let not our hearts be corrupted [by] . . . interpreting books.”*5 2

In one qewl it is said that the “Pen of Power” is in the hand of Soltan Ezi, the angel identified most often with the caliph Yazid.3 In a sense, this motif shadows that of the Tablet and Pen in the Qur’an; it represents creation itself as a kind of writing. “In the beginning was the Word”—already the written word. Here, however, we must speak of a paradoxical Pen of non-writing, of non-literacy. (It reminds one of the “sword of non-killing,” which is said in Zen to be the highest form of the martial art of fencing.) Again, we are dealing here not with simple preliteracy or peasant backwardness, but with a subtle dialectic. The pen of non-writing reflects the motif of the lost book. In Eliade’s Shamanism we read that once upon a time shamans had a “book” in which their secrets were written, but the spirits became angry at its misuse and took it back—similar to the secret identity of soma/haoma, the entheogenic plant of immortality in Indo-Iranian tradition, which was lost, just as Gilgamesh lost the magic herb given to him by Utnapishtim.†6 The fact is that wisdom is “always already” lost—otherwise it would not be wisdom; whereas simultaneously it is common as dung (as the alchemists say) and can be found in any cheap paperback edition of any decent mystical text—provided one reads with the angel.‡7

According to another legend, the Black Book is in reality simply the Qur’an, with every mention of the name “Satan” covered over by black wax. This image haunts my thinking about Yezidism, even if it’s not true.4 John Guest, who gives the most complete account of the incredibly tangled history of the discovery and publication of the Jilwah and the Meshaf Resh (most of which need not concern us, since we are interested solely in their esoteric message) remarks that a scholar named Browski in 1884 claimed to have seen the Yezidi “sacred book with seven seals,” and that on its title page was the name Hasan alBasri. Browski’s published articles “contain no direct quotations from the Meshaf Resh, but they accurately summarize portions of it.”5 Clearly this text “was” the Black Book. But Browski also mentions “traditions about Melek Ta’us advising Nebuchadnezzar to destroy Jerusalem, rescuing Jesus Christ from the cross and inspiring Caliph Yazid to defy Islam,”6 none of which appear in the text we have today (although they may yet be canonical and subject to esoteric interpretation), suggesting that Browski had a second source, now lost.

Kreyenbroek points out that the qewls and other inspired/revealed oral material could have led to the assumption that a kind of Ur-book, the archetype of the Jilwah and the Black Book, could have existed and is now “hidden and lost.”7 Given Islam’s tolerance of other religions of the Book, and its condemnation of religions without books as unbelief, it may be that some Yezidis have wished into existence (at least as legend) a book of their own. Thus, a poem in praise of Sheikh Adi 
(translated by Badger in Nestorians and Their Rituals) mentions a Book of Glad Tidings, “a work which is still referred to by some Yezidis (under the title of Mijde) as the ‘original’ Yezidi sacred book, now probably lost” and probably influenced by the Christian Evangelium or “Good News.” Some Yezidis 
believe “hymns cannot be written”; others believe the true books are destroyed 
or lost, and “a minority” accept the existing texts as canonical.8

As mentioned above, the transference of the Black Book from heaven to earth is attributed to Hasan al-Basri, a historical figure and early mystic predating Sufism. According to Guest, this is a mask-identity for Hasan (Kurdish Hesen) ibn Adi, the martyr and reviver of the Yezidi faith who was a great-grand-nephew of Sheikh Adi.9 One clan of Sheikhs descended from Hesen, called the Adanis, are the only family of Yezidis enjoined to learn reading and writing, and are the custodians of the Black Book and the teachers of the qawwals. They appear in some respects to be the most “Islamicoid” faction within Yezidism, and carry out versions of certain Islamic rituals—which are in turn ritually interrupted by another clan, the Shemsani or “Sun Worshippers,” who represent a preor anti-Islamic or even quasi-“pagan” strain within the tradition.

According to the well-informed colonial administrator C. J. Edmonds, a variant of the origin story of the Black Book concerns Nebuchadnezzar and the destruction of Jerusalem already alluded to—a motif with decidedly antinomian features.10 In this tale, the ancestors of the Yezidis, the Azayim, comprise a tiny tribe of pastoral nomads. The archangel Jibra’il warns the king of the Jews, Danera, that these folk will some day threaten his power. To prevent this, he must convert the Azayim “by persuasion, not by force.” Danera visits them and tries to get them drunk on arak, offering it first to the tribal elders, who refuse, and then to the shepherds, and finally to the young boys, who all refuse the drink. Danera and his ministers retire, baffled, to Jerusalem.

Jibra’il now appears to one of the Azayim boys—an orphan who is the young Nebuchadnezzar—and urges him to destroy Jerusalem. He asks how a mere child can accomplish this, but Jibra’il promises that his followers will be magically doubled each day, and that when slain they will be magically revived, and that two angels will sit on the lad’s shoulders (like the famous snakes of Azi Dahhak, who will appear later in this essay), and turn into rams with golden horns (an alchemical metaphor), and break down the gates of the city. (The historical Nebuchadnezzar II did of course conquer Jerusalem in 597 BC and took the Jews into Babylonian Captivity.) After the conquest, Jibra’il bestows the Black Book (which was hidden in an oven) on Nebuchadnezzar. Eventually, the Azayim become the Ezdari or Yezidis, and along with Sheikh Shams—founder of the Shemsani clan and a mask for Shamsoddin Tabrizi, who “is” the great antinomian companion of Rumi—become custodians of the Black Book. Thus a tension or rivalry exists between two families representing exoteric and esoteric strains within the faith, each claiming ownership of the Book(s).

Guest gives evidence that the books may be considered, not as late forgeries, but as authentic documents.11 A dying Yezidi told the French priest-scholar Père Anastase that the “sacred books had originally been written in Kurdish (as spoken by God) and handed down . . . in the days of Adam. Long ago they had been translated into Arabic in order to shield the originals from human eyes or touch.” The informant, a custodian of the books, used to keep them in a box of walnut wood, “buried in a cave on the Jebel Sinjar,” the Yezidi heartland. (The image of the Cave, the repository par excellence of the deep esoteric ever since the Stone Age, recurs frequently in Yezidi lore.) The box itself was wrapped in “white velvet stitched with pieces of flat silver representing a peacock, the sun, the moon and other symbols.” The texts were written on gazelle or deer skin. Another account of the Black Book tells of its being kept “upon a throne,” wrapped in red silk. All these practices create the sense of book as living being.

Another account of the Jilwah mentions symbols in the text: a crescent, stars, bird (peacock?), burning torch, sun disc, plants (which plants!?), and “the head of a man with projecting ears and two horns.”12 Some of these images also appear in Yezidi shrine-temples and as women’s tattoos.

These last were noticed and sketched by Lady E. S. Drower, the first Western scholar of the Mandaeans, who may or may not be the Sabaeans of the Qur’an—the sole remaining Gnostic dualist sect, once found in the southern riverlands of Iraq, horribly persecuted by the Muslims and nowadays reduced to a few thousand refugees. They venerate a peacock angel, but only as a minor figure; thus Lady Drower was curious to visit the Yezidis, and wrote her charming travel book, Peacock Angel, in 1941 while parts of the Middle East still basked in the retreating shadow of the Ottoman past:

We talked of tattooing. The women never admit that tattooing has a magic purpose, and tell you that they submit to the process for zina (decoration) or hilwa (beauty). Here and there, however, marks have been tattooed to keep off pain, and the floriated cross and cross with a dot in each arm, both common designs, are undoubtedly magical and health-preserving signs.13
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Figure 2. Women’s tattoo designs.

From E. S. Drower, Peacock Angel, 1941

The cross is either a Christian borrowing, or an archaic metaphysical symbol—nearly universal—signifying the penetration of matter by spirit, or of the world by the spirits. Melek Ta’us rescued Jesus from the Cross—or, Melek Ta’us is Jesus on the Cross, the crucified snake of alchemy. Similarly, the other marks can be given spiritual interpretations, or genealogical significance (Carl Schuster’s thesis, for which see the end of chapter 8), or both, or neither. My point is that the body is a book just as the book is a body, a living entity, that can dictate directly to the heart; and this must be so even (or especially) if the book is spoken rather than (or as well as) written. And this fact precedes even the content of the book—to which we now turn.
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2

COSMOGONY

It’s not easy to find the texts of the two holy books, the al-Jilwah and the Meshaf Resh, so I present them, or parts of them, here. The translations are by Isya Joseph from Devil Worship: The Sacred Books and Traditions of the Yezidis (29–46). The rest of my essay can be taken as a commentary on these texts, as well as


	The poetry attributed to Sheikh Adi

	Other relatively untrustworthy but interesting texts

	The qewls and other oral texts, mostly collected and translated by Kreyenbroek

	The poetry attributed to Caliph Yazid ibn Mu‘awiya



Initially, we need to pay attention to Yezidi cosmogony, the narrative of “first things,” which will provide us with a set of symbols that will reappear in all the texts and contexts relevant to our major themes. I begin with al-Jilwah and the Meshaf Resh, and after each chapter or paragraph I will interrupt the text with notes to clarify difficult or obscure points, reserving full commentary for later chapters.


PREFACE

In the Name of the Most Compassionate God!

With the help of the Most High God, and under his direction, we write the history of the Yezidis, their doctrines, and the mysteries of their religion, as contained in their books, which reached our hand with their own knowledge and consent.

In the time of [Caliph] Al-Muktadir Billah, AH 295 [CE 907–8], there lived Mansûr-al-Hallâj, the wool-carder, and Sheikh Abd-al-Kâdir of Jîlân. At the time, too, there appeared a man by the name of Sheikh Adî, from the mountain of Hakkari,*8 originally from the region of Aleppo or Baalbek. He came and dwelt in Mount Lalis, near the city of Mosul, about nine hours distant from it. Some say he was of the people of Harrân,†9 and related to Marwân ibn-al-Hakam.‡10 His full name is Sharaf ad-Dîn Abû-l-Fadâ’il, Adî bn Musâfir bn Ismael bn Mousa bn Marwân bn Al-Hasan bn Marwân. He died AH 558 (AD 1162–63). His tomb is still visited; it is near Ba‘adrei, one of the villages of Mosul, distant eleven hours. The Yezidis are the progeny of those who were the mirids (disciples) of Sheikh Adi. Some trace their origin to Yezid, others to Hasan-Al-Basri.




AL-JILWAH (THE REVELATION)

Before all creation, this revelation was with Melek Tâ’ûs, who sent Abd Tâ’ûs to this world that he might separate truth known to his particular people. This was done, first of all, by means of oral tradition, and afterward by means of this book, Al-Jilwah, which the outsiders may neither read nor behold.

Abd Ta’us, “servant of the Peacock (Angel),” is said to be Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir, sometimes called the founder of Yezidism, although as we shall see this idea is as questionable as most facts about the tradition. E. G. Browne (whose translation of al-Jilwah appears in Oswald Parry’s Six Months in a Syrian Monastery, 367–87) rendered “particular people” as “chosen people,” and “outsiders” as “strangers.” (There is some frisson involved for strangers such as ourselves in being able to read a forbidden book of so-called devil worshippers; this easy access to secrets is at once a blessing and a curse of modernity. Have we deserved this “revelation”?)




CHAPTER I

I was, am now, and shall have no end. I exercise dominion over all creatures and over the affairs of all who are under the protection of my image. I am ever present to help all who trust in me and call upon me in time of need. There is no place in the universe that knows not my presence. I participate in all the affairs which those who are without [i.e., outside the faith] call evil because their nature is not such as they approve. Every age has its own manager, who directs affairs according to my decrees. This office is changeable from generation to generation, that the ruler of this world and his chiefs may discharge the duties of their respective offices every one in his own turn. I allow everyone to follow the dictates of his own nature, but he that opposes me will regret it sorely. No god has a right to interfere in my affairs, and I have made it an imperative rule that everyone shall refrain from worshiping all gods. All the books of those who are without are altered by them; and they have declined from them, although they were written by the prophets and the apostles. That there are interpolations is seen in the fact that each sect endeavors to prove that the others are wrong and to destroy their books. To me truth and falsehood are known. When temptation comes, I give my covenant to him that trusts me. Moreover, I give counsel to the skilled directors, for I have appointed them for periods that are known to me. I remember necessary affairs and execute them in due time. I teach and guide those who follow my instruction. If anyone obey me and conform to my commandments, he shall have joy, delight, and goodness.

Melek Ta’us says he participates in affairs that outsiders will call evil simply because the nature of such affairs is not approved by them. Nowadays, it is fashionable to deny that the Yezidis are “devil worshippers,” either out of pious political correctitude, or to shield them from the wrath of Sunni extremists. I will take issue with this denial, first because I will argue that the Yezidis (like the Vedic Indians) worship daevas; and second, because I am convinced that Melek Ta’us “is” Azazel or Lucifer, the character sometimes known as Satan, the fallen (arch) Angel, who in the Yezidi telling is pardoned and restored by God to his viceregal position. He is certainly Lord of the World, and bestower of all good, but is himself beyond good and evil. He “allows everyone to follow the dictates of his own nature,” or as Rabelais put it, to “do what thou wilt.” E. G. Browne translated this passage: “I am thine evil in all those events which strangers name evils because they are not done according to their desire I grant indulgence according to the [just] merits of those qualities wherewith each disposition is by nature endowed.”1




CHAPTER II

I requite the descendants of Adam, and reward them with various rewards that I alone know. Moreover, power and dominion over all that is on earth, both that which is above and that which is beneath, are in my hand. I do not allow friendly association with other people, nor do I deprive them that are my own and that obey me of anything that is good 
for them. I place my affairs in the hands of those whom I have tried and who are in accord with my desires. I appear in divers manners to those who are faithful 
and under my command. I give and take away; I enrich and impoverish; I cause both happiness and misery. I do all this in keeping with the characteristics of each epoch. And none has a right to interfere with my management of affairs. Those who oppose me I afflict with disease; but my own shall not die like the sons of Adam that are without. None shall live in this world longer than the time set by me; and if I so desire, I send a person a second or a third time into this world or into some other by the transmigration of souls.




CHAPTER III

I lead to the straight path without a revealed book; I direct aright my beloved and my chosen ones by unseen means. All my teachings are easily applicable to all times and all conditions. I punish in another world all who do contrary to my will. Now, the sons of Adam do not know the state of things that is to come. For this reason they fall into many errors. The beasts of the earth, the birds of heaven, and the fish of the sea are all under the control of my hands. All treasures and hidden things are known to me; and as I desire, I take them from one and bestow them upon another. I reveal my wonders to those who seek them, and in due time my miracles to those who receive them from me. But those who are without are my adversaries, hence they oppose me. Nor do they know that such a course is against their own interests, for might, wealth, and riches are in my hands, and I bestow them upon every worthy descendant of Adam. Thus the government of the worlds, the transition of generations, and the changes of their directors are determined by me from the beginning.

Yezidism is a closed religion—really an ethnic group; it does not accept converts. As we’ll see, “descendants of Adam” may well refer only to the Yezidis, who are descended from Adam but not from Eve. Readers may be interested to know, however, that in recent times, Hindus who worship Murugan (Sanat Kumara) the son of Shiva in the form of a Peacock Angel have been accepted as related to the Yezidis; and that an Order of the Peacock Angel has appeared to take in those “strangers” who wish to worship Melek Ta’us (see appendix on India).




CHAPTER IV

I will not give my rights to other gods. I have allowed the creation of four substances, four times, and four corners; because they are necessary things for creatures. The books of Jews, Christians, and Moslems, as of those who are without, accept in a sense, i.e., so far as they agree with, and conform to, my statutes. Whatsoever is contrary to these they have altered; do not accept it. Three things are against me, and I hate three things. But those who suffer for my sake I will surely reward in one of the worlds. It is my desire that all my followers shall unite in a bond of unity, lest those who are without prevail against them. Now, then, all ye who have followed my commandments and my teachings, reject all the teachings and sayings of such as are without. I have not taught these teachings, nor do they proceed from me. Do not mention my name nor my attributes, lest ye regret it; for ye do not know what those who are without may do.

Browne translates the second sentence above as “The seasons are four, and the elements are four.”2 This elucidates the obscurity of Joseph’s version, but leaves out the “four corners.” These, I suspect, correspond to the four major Archangels, chiefs of the Seven (being those “skilled directors” who [re]incarnate in each age to direct the faithful). No one can explain the “three things” opposed to and hated by Melek Ta’us; perhaps they are the three monotheist religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which perpetrate the slander that Satan is cursed rather than redeemed.3 The stricture against “mention[ing] my name” includes not speaking the word Shaytan or anything that sounds like it—but the name Melek Ta’us is also rarely mentioned, even in the two books. Names have power in magical systems; the taboo is another pointer to the esoteric essence of Yezidism. The occult is the secret, the unspoken. These themes are underlined again in the fifth and final chapter of al-Jilwah:




CHAPTER V

O ye that have believed in me, honor my symbol and my image, for they remind you of me. Observe my laws and statutes. Obey my servants and listen to whatever they may dictate to you of the hidden things. Receive that that is dictated, and do not carry it before those who are without, Jews, Christians, Moslems and others; for they know not the nature of my teachings. Do not give them your books, lest they alter them without your knowledge. Learn by heart the greater part of them, lest they be altered.

Thus endeth the book of Al-Jilwah, which is followed by the book of Mashaf Resh, i.e., the Black Book.

The Meshaf Resh is “black” because it is seen as holy and esoteric. Black is in a sense the sacred color of Yezidism. Red comes close, as we’ll learn. Black and red are “satanic” colors, and the heraldic tints of anarchism as well. It has often struck me that black and red were the first “artistic” colors of the Stone Age: carbon and ocher, usually—the palette of the caves. (See chapter 9 on “Color and Alchemy.”) Meanwhile, the Black Book will introduce the cosmogonic themes of Yezidism; without knowing its doctrine of origins we cannot contemplate the sect’s becoming, its foliation into systems of initiation, the symbolique, the path, and so on.




MASHAF RESH (THE BLACK BOOK)

In the beginning God created the White Pearl out of his most precious essence. He also created a bird named Angar. He placed the White Pearl on the back of the bird, and dwelt on it for forty thousand years. On the first day, Sunday, God created Melek Anzazîl, and he is Tâ’ûs-Melek, the chief of all. On Monday he created Melek Dardâel, and he is Sheikh Hasan. Tuesday he created Melek Israfel, and he is Sheikh Shams (ad-Dîn). Wednesday he created Melek Mikhâel, and he is Sheikh Abû Bakr. Thursday he created Melek Azrâel, and he is Sajad-ad-Din. Friday he created Melek Shemnâel, and he is Nasir-ad-Dîn. Saturday he created Melek Nurâel, and he is Yadin (Fakhr-ad-Dîn). And he made Melek Tâ’ûs ruler over all.

The White Pearl on the back of the Angar or Anqa bird, a kind of giant roc I suppose, or phoenix, or rooster, or indeed peacock, reminds me of the pearl in the mouth of the Chinese dragon. It is the pearl of great price, the pearl of the Gnostic “Hymn of the Pearl”; it is the world itself in pre-manifest form, like the Orphic Egg of Chaos: it contains everything, like Hun Tun in Chuang Tzu, who is also a kind of dumpling or wonton, full of good bits, or a Humpty-Dumpty, destined to be smashed in order to put an end to primordial perfection and give birth to “the 10,000 things,” the “1,001 colors” of existence.

Can we identify the seven angels here with the seven Mesopotamian planets according to the days of the week? Is Melek Ta’us the sun? But Sheikh Shams (Israfil) is said to be the sun. Sheikh Hesen is sometimes called Sheikh Sin, and Sin or Sinn was the old Harranian moon god—and so Massignon thought that (Monday being “moon-day”) Dardael must be the moon.*11 But perhaps Sin is just dialect for Hesen, and not a secret identity. If the Yezidis once had a Mesopotamian angelology, it seems too confused now to be recovered. (Note, moreover, that the Angels’ names are all Semitic.) Zoroastrianism has Seven Amesha Spentas, India has seven rishis, yoga has seven chakras, and the constellation of the Bear has seven stars. The Pleiades are seven stars, and play a major role in Yezidi lore (where Melek Ta’us is sometimes the polestar). The Persian Kurdish religion of the Ahl-i Haqq or “People of Truth,” who share many interesting motifs with the Yezidis (and even have a subsect of Satan worshippers) have also seven angels. Even the Greeks had Seven Sages. Was there once a widespread cult of seven spirits that spread over the whole of Eurasia? Perhaps a Neanderthal religion of the cave bear and the shamanic axis of the North Star?*12 The Yezidis say they believe in one God, but that He is a
deus absconditus who has left the work of the universe to his viceregent, Azazel (here “Anzazil,” Melek Ta’us) and his six co-rulers, who are like lamps and candles each one lit from the other.†13 They are also “sheikhs” on earth, companions or descendants of Sheikh Adi. (The Ahl-i Haqq angels also [re]incarnate in “every age.”)

Azazel is first heard of in the Book of Enoch, where he is a chief of the mysterious “Watchers,” the “sons of God” or Angels who mate with the “daughters of men” and produce a race of giants. Azazel teaches humans the arts of metals, that is, he “invents” alchemy. Later he degenerates into the demon associated in Judaism with the ritual “scapegoat” who is driven out of the city bearing all the year’s sins, to perish in the desert—and yet “rules over all.” In other words, Azazel “is” Satan.

After this God made the form of the seven heavens, the earth, the sun, and the moon. But Fakhr-ad-Din created man and the animals, and birds and beasts. He put them all in pockets of cloth, and came out of the Pearl accompanied by the Angels. Then he shouted at the Pearl with a loud voice. Thereupon the White Pearl broke up into four pieces, and from its midst came out the water which became an ocean. The world was round, and was not divided. Then he created Gabriel and the image of a bird. He sent Gabriel to set the four corners. He also made a vessel and descended in it for thirty thousand years. After this he came and dwelt in Mount Lalish. Then he cried out at the world, and the sea became solidified and the land appeared, but it began to shake. At this time he commanded Gabriel to bring two pieces of the White Pearl; one he placed beneath the earth, the other stayed at the gate of heaven. He then placed in them the sun and the moon; and from the scattered pieces of the White Pearl he created the stars which he hung in heaven as ornaments. He also created fruit-bearing trees and plants and mountains for ornaments to the earth. He created the throne over the carpet. Then the Great God said: “O Angels, I will create Adam and Eve; and from the essence of Adam shall proceed Shehar bn Jebr, and of him a separate community shall appear upon the earth, that of Azazîl,” i.e., that of Melek Tâ’ûs, which is the sect of the Yezidis. Then he sent Sheikh Adi bn Musafir from the land of Syria, and he came (and dwelt in Mount) Lalish. Then the Lord came down to the Black Mountain. Shouting, he created thirty thousand Meleks, and divided them into three divisions. They worshiped him for forty thousand years, when he delivered them to Melek Tâ’ûs who went up with them to heaven. At this time the Lord came down to the Holy Land (al-Kuds), and commanded Gabriel to bring earth from the four corners of the world, earth, air, fire, and water. He created it and put in it the spirit of his own power, and called it Adam.

In variant cosmogonies there are fourteen levels, that is, seven heavens and seven earths; all this is very reminiscent of shamanic systems, but also of any archaic cosmology. The fourteen “spheres” are described in detail in the “Prayer and Hymn of Sheykh Shems [Shams].”4 Fekhredin (Fakhr-ad-Din) is the master of these levels, which include the Sphere of the Crown, the “Descent to Earth,” of Heaven (“in which history has its place”), the ethereal sphere of the path or
tariqa, the dervish way; the sphere of red agate, and so forth. All fourteen “are standing up without columns” and are ruled by various angels. The speaker of the hymn is a kind of Dante or Muhammad giving a tour of cosmic levels—but here there appears to be no Hell. (Elsewhere a Hell is spoken of, but as we shall see, its ontological status is questionable.) The sphere of red agate will reappear in the discussion of color and alchemy in chapter 9.

Fekhredin now assumes a major role as Demiurge; many qewls are dedicated to him. As “Saturday” perhaps he can be seen as a Saturn, that is, a
Sat-an figure. (This homonym could be related to Set[h], the ancient Egyptian god of confusion, through Coptic Ethiopia.)

“The Shout” plays a major role not only in Yezidism but also in Manichaeism, the Ahl-i Haqq, and in Sufism, where it expresses an ecstatic “state” (hal) beyond language.5 An amir of the Yezidis from the Chol family, Ismail Beg, expanding on this passage, says God permitted Melek Ta’us “to go and shout into all souls.”*14 Each soul (the size of a blackberry or sesame seed) heard the cry, but the Yezidi souls responded first.6 Melek Ta’us still shouts to his people on grand feast days; Sami Said Ahmed says, “An educated Yezidi told me that he heard this voice once which sounded like a roaring lion and frightened him.”7 It has been pointed out that the Shout is an extremely archaic motif, perhaps related to “ritual laughter”; indeed, although Jehovah and Christ are not known for their laughter, other deities are not so dour.8 G. R. S. Mead tells us, “The creation is figured in one Egyptian tradition as the bursting forth of the Creator [Ptah?] into seven peals of laughter;—a sevenfold ‘Ha!’”†15 9 God also creates with a shout 30,000 angels, in three ranks, and places them at the command of Melek Ta’us; this is as much as to say that everything in creation “has its angel,” that things (even ideas and abstractions) are personae, that matter itself is imbued with life (light) and has responded
in illo tempore to the cry. If this were not so, nothing could symbolize anything else; but the echo of the Shout, so to speak, links all Being in series or correspondences that are occult resonances. Hence magic and alchemy become “permissible,” since all things can be made to harmonize and act creatively.

In a disorderly way (perhaps on purpose, to force the hearer to think) the text now introduces the subject of Adam’s creation and that of his son, progenitor of the Yezidis, “Shehar ibn Jebr,” or more correctly, Shahid ibn Jarr: “Witness, son of the Jar,” or “son of the Alembic.” Gabriel collects the four elements from the four corners of creation, and an alchemical operation is undertaken.

[image: image]

Figure 3. Ismail Beg, circa 1930.

Photographer unknown

Then he commanded Gabriel to escort Adam into Paradise, and to tell him that he could eat from all the trees but not of wheat. Here Adam remained for a hundred years. Thereupon, Melek Tâ’ûs asked God how Adam could multiply and have descendants if he were forbidden to eat of the grain. God answered, “I have put the whole matter into thy hands.” Thereupon Melek Tâ’ûs visited Adam and said “Have you eaten of the grain?” He answered, “No, God forbade me.” Melek Tâ’ûs replied and said, “Eat of the grain and all shall go better with thee.” Then Adam ate of the grain and immediately his belly was inflated. But Melek Tâ’ûs drove him out of the garden, and leaving him, ascended into heaven. Now Adam was troubled because his belly was inflated, for he had no outlet. God therefore sent a bird to him which pecked at his anus and made an outlet, and Adam was relieved.

The opening up of the Pearl that is, so to speak, the mind of Khuda (God), manifests the Macrocosm, the universe; the creation of Adam, the Microcosm. The ban on wheat eating (also in Islamic lore) suggests, to my mind, a pastoral distrust of agriculture: civilization itself is the forbidden fruit, whereas the earthly paradise (originally the land between the Upper Tigris and Euphrates where the Neolithic first begins to emerge, e.g., at Göbekli Tepe) represents the claims of nature over culture. In a Yezidi variant, the forbidden “Tree” is the vine. Wine and bread equal civilization, the “cooked.” The “raw” is meat, the diet of the hunter/pastoralist. Cain (or his descendant Tubalcain) was perhaps one of the Watchers, avatars of forbidden arts and skills for humans who were meant to remain “primitive.” However, if humans are to exercise free will and earn salvation by their own merits, there must be a Fall—a felix culpa or fortunate sin—and this dynamic motion out of mere static perfection is provided by Azazel (in the guise of a peacock or snake, according to Islamic folklore). Like the Gnostics, the Yezidis see Lucifer as a light-bringer—or, if he is the principle of darkness, then (as we’ll hear Mansur Hallaj say in the
Tawasin) light cannot be known without contrasting dark. Black is not only all colors, but in itself the essential color.

The scatological detail of the bird who pecks an anus for poor Adam—on one level a dirty joke—also provides a mirror for humanity’s salvation in the flesh, not merely as some disembodied spirit. Adam is tempted by forbidden fruit; he sins and is punished; but rescued by a bird, Melek Ta’us, or one of his feathered angels.

Now Gabriel was away from Adam for a hundred years. And Adam was sad and weeping. Then God commanded Gabriel to create Eve from under the left shoulder of Adam. Now it came to pass, after the creation of Eve and of all the animals, that Adam and Eve quarreled over the question of whether the human race should be descended from him or her, for each wished to be the sole begetter of the race. This quarrel originated in their observation of the fact that among animals both the male and the female were factors in the production of their respective species. After a long discussion Adam and Eve agreed on this: each should cast his seed into a jar, close it, and seal it with his own seal, and wait for nine months. When they opened the jars at the completion of this period, they found in Adam’s jar two children, male and female. Now from these two our sect, Yezidis, are descended. In Eve’s jar they found naught but rotten worms emitting a foul odor. And God caused nipples to grow for Adam that he might suckle the children that proceeded from his jar. This is the reason why man has nipples.
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