Lalish: A Comprehensive History of the
Sacred Heart of the Yazidi World

Introduction

Nestled in a mountain valley within the Shekhan District of Nineveh, Iraq, lies Lalish, the
cosmological and spiritual heart of the Yazidi faith." More than a mere geographical location,
Lalish, or

Lalisa Ndrani (Lalish the Luminous), is considered by its adherents to be the center of the
world—the very point from which creation began and the first place on Earth to be touched by
the sun's light.® As the holiest temple in Yazidism, it is the site of the tomb of Sheikh Adi ibn
Musafir, the faith's most revered saint, and the destination for an obligatory lifetime
pilgrimage.’ The history of this sacred valley presents a profound paradox: it is a place of
immense spiritual tranquility and peace, yet it has been the target of repeated, violent
campaigns of cultural and physical annihilation. This report explores the comprehensive
history of Lalish as a narrative of survival, examining its ancient origins, its unique architectural
symbology, its vibrant living rituals, and its modern role as a sanctuary of resilience in the face
of genocide.

Chapter I: The Ancient Valley: Origins and Pre-Yazidi
Era

The history of the Lalish valley is deeply layered, with traditions and scholarly debates
pointing to a sanctity that long predates its current form. This chapter investigates these
origins, critically examining the evidence for its use before it became the undisputed center of
the Yazidi world.

Ancient Mesopotamian Roots

A persistent tradition, supported by both popular belief and some historical accounts,
suggests that the Lalish sanctuary dates back approximately 4,000 years, with roots in the
religious practices of Sumerian and other early Mesopotamian civilizations." This claim
situates Lalish within the fertile crescent of ancient faiths, suggesting that its sacredness is



not an invention but an inheritance. Followers of Yazidism believe their religion originated from
the ancient Babylonian faith that flourished in Mesopotamia thousands of years ago, evolving
from nature worship to its current monotheistic form.? This narrative is further supported by
the Yazidi reverence for the sun, which connects their beliefs to the ancient syncretic faith of
Mithraism—a blend of Mesopotamian and Persian traditions centered on a solar deity.2 While
these claims powerfully assert the antiquity of the faith, specific archaeological reports
substantiating a 4,000-year-old temple structure at the site are not detailed in available
sources, indicating that this belief may be rooted more in sacred oral tradition than in
verifiable excavation.

The Christian Monastery Debate

A more specific and intensely debated historical question concerns the theory that the
sanctuary of Sheikh Adi was converted from a pre-existing Christian monastery. The
contested nature of this claim reflects the complex, layered, and often competitive religious
history of Northern Irag, where sacred spaces were frequently shared, contested, or
repurposed.

The primary evidence for this theory comes from two 15th-century Syriac manuscripts. The
first, written in 1451 by a monk named Ramisho', details how a figure named "‘Adi, son of
Musafir the Kurd" seized the monastery of Mar-Yuhanan and Isho' Sabran in the year 1219.2
According to this account, he massacred the resident monks and established the site as a
residence for his family.® A second manuscript, a hymn composed by a Nestorian bishop,
corroborates this story of a violent takeover.®

However, scholarly analysis reveals significant challenges to this narrative. The date of the
attack, 1219, does not align with the life of Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir (Adi 1), who died in 1162.
Instead, the date points to his successor, Sheikh Adi Il, who was executed by the Mongols in
1221.8 Furthermore, the manuscripts state that the monastery became a family seat, not a
religious sanctuary, which is a crucial distinction.?® Architectural analysis also casts doubt on
the theory. The Lalish complex appears to have grown organically over centuries, expanding
outward from a central point, which is consistent with the development of a Sufi hermitage (
zawiya) around a master's tomb.® This contrasts with the centrally planned structure typical of
a Christian monastery.* Therefore, while a Christian presence in the valley may have existed,
the weight of historical and architectural evidence suggests that the main sanctuary was not a
repurposed monastery but an original foundation of Sheikh Adi and his disciples.® The debate
itself, however, remains a significant historical fact, revealing the overlapping religious claims
to sacred space in the region.

Chapter ll: Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir and the Genesis of a



Sanctuary

The transformation of Lalish from a remote mountain valley into the spiritual heart of a world
religion is inextricably linked to one pivotal figure: Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir. He was not the
founder of a wholly new religion but a powerful catalyst for synthesis, providing a theological
framework and organizational structure that allowed for the preservation and codification of
ancient, local beliefs.

Life and Lineage

Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir (circa 1075-1162) was a Sufi master of distinguished lineage. He was an
Arab hailing from the Umayyad dynasty, a descendant of the Caliph Marwan Il, whose own
mother was of Kurdish royal heritage.” Born in the village of Bait Far in the Begaa Valley of
present-day Lebanon, Sheikh Adi traveled to Baghdad, then a major center of Islamic learning,
to immerse himself in Sufi studies.’ There, he became a disciple of some of the most
prominent Sufi masters of his time, including Ahmad Ghazali and Abdul Qadir Gilani.’

The Move to Lalish and the Adawiyya Order

In the early 12th century, seeking spiritual seclusion and distance from the political and
doctrinal orthodoxies of the great Islamic cities, Sheikh Adi chose to settle in the isolated
Lalish valley, northeast of Mosul.” At the time, the region was inhabited by local Kurdish tribes
who practiced their own traditional, pre-Islamic faiths.™ Sheikh Adi’s profound asceticism and
his reputation for performing miracles quickly impressed the local population, and he
attracted a large following of disciples.’ It was here, in the tranquility of the valley, that he
founded his own Sufi order, known as the Adawiyya."

Syncretism and the Formation of Yazidism

The establishment of the Adawiyya order in Lalish marked the beginning of a crucial process
of religious syncretism. Sheikh Adi's Sufi teachings, which notably included a deep reverence
for the Umayyad Caliph Yazid ibn Muawiya, began to merge with the pre-existing beliefs of the
local Kurdish population.™ This fusion of Sufi Islam with ancient Iranian and Mesopotamian
traditions—including elements of Zoroastrianism and nature worship—formed the unique
theological basis of what is now known as Yazidism.® The name "Yazidi," which the community
itself rejects as being derived from the caliph, was likely first applied to the Adawis as a
pejorative term by outsiders due to this reverence.” Over time, the label became synonymous



with the group and was eventually adopted. This process was not a simple conversion of the
local population to Sheikh Adi's brand of Sufism; rather, it was a dynamic, two-way exchange
where his order absorbed, and was absorbed by, a much older stratum of local faith.

Death and Legacy

Sheikh Adi died in 1162 and, in accordance with his wishes, was buried in his hermitage at
Lalish." His tomb immediately became the focal point of devotion and pilgrimage for his
followers, cementing the valley's sacred status.® He was succeeded by his nephew, Sakhr Abu
|-Barakat, and the leadership of the Adawiyya order remained within his family for
generations.” Under his successors, particularly Sheikh Hasan ibn Adi I, the order continued
to evolve, diverging further from mainstream Islamic practice and solidifying its distinct
identity." The humble hermitage that Sheikh Adi founded grew organically into the sprawling,
sacred temple complex that stands today, a testament to his enduring spiritual legacy.®

Chapter lll: The Architecture of the Cosmos:
Symbology and Sacred Spaces of Lalish

The architecture of Lalish is a form of non-written scripture, a physical manifestation of Yazidi
cosmology. In a faith with a powerful oral tradition, where sacred texts have been
systematically destroyed over centuries, the temple's layout, symbols, and natural features
serve as a constant, tangible reinforcement of core beliefs.® To walk through Lalish is to read
the faith's foundational stories in stone, water, and light.

The Sacred Landscape

The sanctity of Lalish extends to the entire valley. The complex is cradled between three
mountains—Hizrat, Misat, and Arafat—names that resonate with holy sites in other Abrahamic
faiths, suggesting a landscape of layered and shared sacredness. The transition from the
profane to the holy is marked by a simple but profound act: upon entering the valley's sacred
precinct, all visitors, Yazidi and non-Yazidi alike, must remove their shoes.* This act of baring
one's feet to the holy ground transforms the entire area into a vast, open-air temple.

The Main Temple and its Symbology

The main temple complex is a collection of buildings, courtyards, and underground passages,
rich with symbolism.



e Conical Domes: The most iconic architectural features of Lalish are the fluted, conical
domes that crown the shrines of the saints.® These are not merely decorative. They are
profound cosmological symbols representing the rays of the sun touching the earth, a
direct reflection of the Yazidi reverence for the sun as the greatest of God's creations
and the ultimate source of life.® This solar reverence is so central that one of the names
for the holy place,

Mekka Rakka, is said to mean "home of the sun".?

e Entrance and Threshold: The main entrance to the temple is a beautifully carved gray
marble doorway, renovated in the 20th century.” To the right of this entrance is a
prominent black serpent carved in relief. The serpent is a venerated figure in Yazidi lore,
honored for having saved humanity by using its body to plug a leak in Noah's Ark during
the Great Flood.® The thresholds, or sills, of all doorways within the sacred complex are
considered holy. It is forbidden to step on them; pilgrims instead step over them and
often bend to kiss the stone in an act of reverence.®

e Interior Nave: Upon entering the main temple, one steps into a grand nave supported
by seven massive stone pillars.? Each pillar represents one of the seven holy angels, or
the Heptad, to whom God entrusted the care of the world after its creation.? These
pillars are draped in brightly colored silks. Here, pilgrims perform a simple but
meaningful ritual: they untie a knot made by a previous visitor, symbolically releasing
their prayer or wish, and then tie a new knot of their own, embedding their hopes into
the fabric of the sacred space.® Within this hallowed area are the tombs of Sheikh Adi
and his successor, Sheikh Hesen, the spiritual and historical nucleus of the entire
complex.

Sacred Sites and Ritual Elements

The sanctity of Lalish is also defined by its natural elements and the ritual substances derived
from them.

e Sacred Springs: Two holy springs flow through the valley, their waters essential to
Yazidi ritual life. The Kaniya Spi (White Spring) is the source of baptismal water. Every
Yazidi, if possible, must be baptized with its water shortly after birth, an act that formally
initiates them into the faith.? The other spring, known as Zimzim, is used for other
purification rites and greetings to the divine.

e Caves and Underground Chambers: The complex is honeycombed with caves and
subterranean tunnels, adding to the mystical and chthonic atmosphere of the site.’
Some of these underground passages have walls blackened by centuries of soot from
oil lamps and are covered in tar, creating an eerie and ancient ambiance.®

e Olive Oil: Olive groves surrounding Lalish provide the oil that is the lifeblood of its daily
rituals. This oil is stored in large, ancient pottery jars in a dedicated chamber called
Hasan-Dana.? Every evening at sunset, caretakers use this sacred oil to light 365 lamps



placed in niches throughout the valley, one for each day of the year.” This act
symbolizes the eternal, life-giving light of God and ensures that the holy valley is never
left in darkness. The oil is also considered to have medicinal and healing properties.®

Chapter IV: The Living Faith: Pilgrimage, Rituals, and
Festivals

The stone structures and sacred geography of Lalish are animated by a dynamic and vibrant
religious life. The temple is not a static monument but a living center of worship, its calendar
punctuated by daily rituals and major annual festivals that draw the global Yazidi community
together. These collective rituals function as a powerful system for the cyclical renewal of the
cosmos, the community, and the individual.

The Obligatory Pilgrimage

A fundamental pillar of the Yazidi faith is the requirement for every follower, if their
circumstances permit, to make a six-day pilgrimage to Lalish at least once in their lifetime.
This journey is more than a religious duty; it is an act that reinforces a collective identity,
reconnects individuals to the wellspring of their faith, and allows them to physically
participate in the sacred history of their people.

The Cejna Cemayé (Feast of the Assembly)

The most significant event in the Yazidi religious calendar is the Cejna Cemayé, or Feast of the
Assembly. This seven-day festival, held annually from October 6th to 13th, is a time of
profound communal cohesion.?® During this week, Yazidis from across Iraq and the global
diaspora, along with their spiritual and secular leaders—the Mir, the Baba Sheikh, and tribal
chiefs—gather at Lalish to participate in a series of intricate ceremonies.?

e Days 1-3: Purification and Passage: The festival begins with foundational rituals of
purification. Pilgrims perform morkirin (a form of spiritual washing or baptism) at the
Kaniya Spi and selakirin (a holy greeting) at the Zimzim spring, washing their faces and
hands with the sacred water.?° A key early ritual involves crossing the
pirra selat (Silat Bridge), an act that symbolizes the pilgrim's passage from the profane,
everyday world into the sacred life of the holy valley.?° After crossing, they
circumambulate Sheikh Adi's tomb three times before entering.?°

e Day 4: Peri Siwarkirin (Inaugurating the Peris): This day is dedicated to renewal. The
colorful silk cloths, or Peris, that adorn the tombs of the seven primary saints are
replaced.?’ The new cloths are first baptized in the waters of the Kaniya Spi, a ritual that



blesses them and symbolically imbues them with the vibrant colors of nature.?

e Day 5: Qebaxgéran (The Sacrificial Bull): This is one of the festival's central events. A
bull is ritually sacrificed at the shrine of Sésims, the angel associated with the sun.?° The
meat is then cooked with boiled wheat to create a sacred communal meal known as
Simat.?° This meal is distributed to all pilgrims, and partaking in it is believed to ensure
the fertility of the earth and the germination of crops in the coming spring.%°

e Day 6: Beré Sibaké (The Throne of Netting): This solemn ceremony involves a sacred
object known as the Beré Sibaké, a copper grid with 81 adjoined rings.?° This object,
which is kept in the nearby town of Bahzani for most of the year, is brought to Lalish in a
formal procession. It is carried on the shoulders of dignitaries to a sacred pond, where it
is baptized for blessing before being returned to the shrine of Sheikh Adi.%°

e Day 7: Conclusion: The festival concludes with more general ceremonies, communal
dances, and prayers.?° As they depart, pilgrims collect small amounts of water from the
Kaniya Spi and Zimzim springs to take back to their homes, carrying a piece of Lalish's
sanctity with them.®

Other Rituals and Practices

Beyond the major festivals, religious life at Lalish is continuous. Every evening, 365 oil lamps
are lit to illuminate the valley.” Sacred bread is baked and stored in a treasury, available to any
pilgrim in need.?' The air is often filled with the sound of

gewls (hymns) recited by the Qewals, a specialized class of religious performers.®
Furthermore, the spiritual authority of Lalish extends far beyond the valley through the
practice of

Tawusgeran. In this tradition, Qewals travel to distant Yazidi communities carrying a sanjaq, a
bronze effigy of a peacock, which represents Taw(isi Melek (the Peacock Angel).2 This tour
serves to transmit religious teachings, collect alms, and reinforce the spiritual link between all
Yazidis and their sacred center at Lalish.

Chapter V: A History of Persecution: Desecration and
Defiance

The serene valley of Lalish stands in stark contrast to the violent history endured by its
people. For centuries, the Yazidis have faced waves of persecution, with their own oral
tradition counting as many as 74 separate genocidal campaigns.? The attacks on Lalish were
not random acts of violence but strategic assaults aimed at the spiritual heart of the Yazidi
identity. By targeting the physical embodiment of the faith, persecutors sought to decapitate
the community. The Yazidi response of repeatedly rebuilding and reconsecrating the site



demonstrates a core belief that the sanctity of Lalish is inherent and indestructible, a
conviction that has forged an unbreakable bond between the people and their holy place.

Early Attacks and Desecrations

The historical record documents major attacks on Lalish dating back to the 13th century.

1254 CE: One of the earliest and most sacrilegious assaults was led by Badr al-Din
Lu'lu’, the Atabeg (governor) of Mosul. He launched a campaign against the Adawiyya
order, executing Sheikh Adi's grand-nephew and successor, Sheikh Hasan ibn Adi, along
with some 200 of his followers.” In a profound act of desecration designed to
demoralize the community, he ordered the tomb of Sheikh Adi to be opened and the
saint's bones exhumed and publicly burned.’

1415 CE: The sanctuary was again targeted, this time by a coalition of Sunni Kurdish
tribes acting with the theological backing of a cleric named 'lzz al-Din al Hulwani. The
temple complex was ransacked and burned to the ground.' Yet, in an act of resilience
that would become characteristic, the Yazidi community later returned to rebuild their
holy site and the tomb of their founder.”

The Ottoman Period

While the Yazidis sometimes experienced periods of semi-autonomy under the vast Ottoman
Empire, the era was also marked by intense and systematic persecution, often fueled by
clerical rulings that declared them heretics.™

19th Century Massacres: The 19th century was a particularly brutal period. Campaigns
led by figures like Muhammad Pasha of Rawanduz and the powerful Kurdish chieftain
Bedir Khan Beg resulted in the slaughter of thousands of Yazidis in the Shekhan and
Sinjar regions.?® These massacres were accompanied by forced conversions and the
enslavement of women and children.?

The 1892 Occupation of Lalish: In 1892, a devastating blow was struck against the
center of the faith. After the Yazidis refused an ultimatum to convert to Islam, the
Ottoman general Omar Wahbi Pasha occupied the region." In a calculated act of cultural
warfare, the Lalish temple was seized. Its sacred objects were looted and, most
significantly, the entire complex was converted into a Quranic school, or

madrasa." This occupation, which aimed to erase the Yazidi faith from its own holy
ground, lasted for twelve years.’

The 1904 Recapture: The occupation of their most sacred site sparked a fierce and
widespread rebellion among the Yazidis of Shekhan and Sinjar. In 1904, Yazidi forces, led
by their secular prince, Mir Ali Beg, succeeded in forcibly recapturing their temple and
driving out the occupiers.” This event is a cornerstone of modern Yazidi memory, a



crucial victory of defiance that ensured the physical and spiritual survival of Lalish.

Table 1: Major Historical Persecutions Targeting Lalish and the Yazidis
(Pre-21st Century)

occupiers driven
out; restoration of
Yazidi control.

Year/Period Event Key Outcome for Sources
Actors/Perpetrator|Lalish/Yazidis
S
1254 Sacking of Lalish [Badr al-Din Lu'lu’ [Sheikh Adi's P
& Desecration of |(Atabeg of Mosul) [bones exhumed
Tomb and burned;
Sheikh Hasan ibn
Adi executed.
1415 Attack and 'Izz al-Din al Temple burned [
Burning of Lalish |Hulwani, Sindi down; later rebuilt
tribe by Yazidis.
1832-1844 Bedir Khan Beg & |Bedir Khan Beg, |Mass killingsin  P¢
Rawanduz Muhammad Pasha|Shekhan and
Massacres of Rawanduz Sinjar; forced
conversions;
enslavement.
1892 Ottoman Omar Wahbi Lalish temple i
Occupation of Pasha (Ottoman [converted into a
Lalish General) Quranic school;
sacred items
looted.
1904 Recapture of Mir AliBegand  [Temple recovered [
Lalish by Yazidis |Yazidi forces and Muslim

Chapter VI: Lalish in the Modern Era: From Iraqi
Statehood to Genocide

The 20th and 21st centuries brought new forms of existential threats to the Yazidis,
culminating in a genocide that irrevocably altered the modern meaning of Lalish. This chapter
examines the community's precarious position under successive Iragi governments and the




temple's ultimate transformation into a sanctuary of survival.

The 20th Century: A Precarious Existence

The establishment of the modern state of Iraq did not end the persecution of the Yazidis.

British Mandate and Kingdom of Iraq: In the aftermath of the Ottoman Empire's
collapse, the Yazidis found themselves a vulnerable minority within a new political entity.
During the British Mandate period and the subsequent Kingdom of Iraq, they faced
oppression from the state. British forces conducted attacks on Yazidi villages, and in the
1930s, the Iraqgi army brutally suppressed Yazidi resistance to mandatory military
conscription, imposing martial law in Sinjar and executing prisoners.?’

The Ba'athist Regime: The rise of the Ba'athist party brought a different form of
persecution.®” From the 1970s onward, the government of Saddam Hussein subjected
Yazidi-populated areas, particularly in the Sinjar region, to systematic Arabization
campaigns.?® These policies, known as the "correction of nationalism," aimed to forcibly
erase the Yazidis' distinct Kurdish ethnic identity and assimilate them into a pan-Arab
nationalist project.?® While the specific state policies toward the Lalish temple itself
during this period are not extensively detailed, it existed within this broader context of
cultural oppression. Paradoxically, a major conservation project at the temple was noted
in 1979 2, revealing a complex and often contradictory state approach that might
preserve a site for its historical or archaeological value while simultaneously
persecuting the people for whom it is sacred.

The 2014 ISIS Genocide

The 2014 genocide perpetrated by the Islamic State (ISIS) was not a historical anomaly but the
horrific culmination of centuries of persecution, amplified by modern ideology, weaponry, and
media.?’

The Attack on Sinjar: On August 3, 2014, ISIS fighters launched a meticulously planned
genocidal assault on the Yazidi heartland of Sinjar.® The attack was executed with
shocking brutality. Men and older boys were systematically separated from their families
and executed en masse, their bodies dumped in dozens of mass graves.* Thousands of
women and girls were abducted and forced into a codified system of sexual slavery,
while young boys were kidnapped, indoctrinated, and forced to become child soldiers.*
ISIS justified this campaign of annihilation using the same centuries-old rhetoric as past
persecutors, branding the Yazidis as "infidels" and "devil-worshippers" who must either
convert or be exterminated."

Lalish as a Sanctuary: While ISIS fighters destroyed at least 39 other Yazidi shrines
and domed tombs across the Nineveh plains 2, they never physically reached Lalish,



which was located in territory controlled by the Kurdistan Regional Government. The
temple's role was instantly and radically transformed. It became a vital sanctuary for
tens of thousands of terrified and traumatized Yazidis who managed to escape the
massacres in Sinjar.! The sacred valley, normally a place of joyous pilgrimage and festive
celebration, became a massive, makeshift refugee camp.” Its holy ground provided
sanctuary for those who had lost everything, its ancient rituals offering a sliver of solace
amidst unimaginable horror.*

Post-Genocide: A Center for Healing and Memory

In the aftermath of the genocide, the significance of Lalish has deepened. It has become a
crucial center for healing, memory, and the difficult process of communal reconstruction.

e Itis the place where survivors, especially the thousands of women and children who
escaped or were rescued from ISIS captivity, can reconnect with their faith and
community. Rituals like baptism in the Kaniya Spi have taken on new meaning, becoming
acts of purification and re-acceptance for those who endured forced conversion and
sexual violence.*

e The genocide has also forced the community to confront new and painful theological
and social questions, such as the formal status of children born from rape by ISIS
fighters.®® These debates are processed through the authority of the Yazidi Spiritual
Council, which is headquartered at Lalish.?

e Today, Lalish stands as a living monument to the 74th genocide.? Its ancient
ceremonies are now practiced by a community grappling with profound collective
trauma. Every prayer and every ritual is now also an act of remembrance for the
thousands killed and an act of hope for the nearly 2,800 women and children who
remain missing.*°

Conclusion

The history of Lalish is a microcosm of the Yazidi experience, a story written in the valley's
very stones. It is a palimpsest of ancient faith, Sufi mysticism, architectural brilliance, violent
desecration, and indomitable resilience. From its origins as a secluded hermitage for a
12th-century mystic, it grew organically into the cosmological center of a unique world
religion. For centuries, it has been the primary target of those who sought to extinguish the
Yazidi faith, from medieval governors who burned the bones of its saint to Ottoman generals
who converted its temple into a school. Yet, each attack has only deepened its significance,
and each act of destruction has been met with a determined reconstruction.

The 2014 genocide by ISIS represents the most brutal chapter in this long history of
persecution. This event, however, also solidified Lalish's ultimate role: not just as a place of



pilgrimage, but as an active, living sanctuary for the soul of a people who refuse to disappear.
It has been transformed from a site of primarily ritual and historical meaning into a center for
healing, mourning, and survival. Today, Lalish stands as a powerful testament to the
endurance of one of the world's most ancient and profoundly misunderstood religions, a
beacon of hope in a landscape scarred by unimaginable loss.
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