Enduring Landscapes, Resilient Heritage:
A Study of Famous Kurdish Places

Introduction

Kurdistan, a broadly defined geo-cultural region in West Asia, is historically characterized by
its predominantly Kurdish population and the deep roots of Kurdish culture, languages, and
national identity.! Geographically, this extensive plateau and mountainous area encompasses
the northwestern Zagros and eastern Taurus mountain ranges, spanning large parts of
eastern Turkey, northern Irag, western Iran, and smaller portions of northern Syria and
Armenia." While not a unified nation-state in the modern era, the concept of "Kurdistan" or
"Land of the Kurds" has historical attestation dating back to 11th-century Seljuk chronicles.?
Two countries, Iran and Iraq, officially recognize internal entities with this name: Iran's
Kordestan province and Iraq's Kurdish autonomous region.?

The historical tapestry of this region is woven with the presence of ancient peoples such as
the Guti, Hurrians, Mannaeans, and Armenians.? The Kardouchoi, mentioned by Xenophon in
401 BCE, are considered by some scholars as potential ancestors of the Kurds, though this
claim is debated; the name "Kurd" is more definitively dated to their conversion to Islam in the
7th century CE.3 Throughout history, various Kurdish dynasties and principalities, such as the
Shaddadids, Marwanids, Hasanwayhids, Annazids, and the renowned Ayyubid dynasty
founded by Saladin, have ruled parts of this territory, yet a unified Kurdish nation-state has
remained elusive in the modern period.?

This report explores prominent Kurdish places, delving into their historical, cultural, and
archaeological significance. It examines natural landmarks that have shaped Kurdish identity,
ancient settlements that testify to millennia of habitation, historic cities that have served as
cultural and political centers, sacred sites that hold deep spiritual meaning, and modern
expressions of Kurdish culture. These places, collectively, narrate the enduring presence and
rich heritage of the Kurdish people across a contested and historically complex landscape.
The preservation of these sites is not merely an act of historical conservation but is
intrinsically linked to the safeguarding of Kurdish identity and cultural expression, often in the
face of political and social pressures.®

1. Natural and Geographical Landmarks: The Soul of
Kurdistan

The geography of Kurdistan, dominated by towering mountains, rugged valleys, and
significant river systems, has profoundly shaped Kurdish history, culture, and identity. These
natural features have not only provided resources and dictated settlement patterns but have
also served as powerful symbols of resilience, freedom, and cultural continuity.?



1.1. Mountains: Sanctuaries of Identity and Resilience

The mountains are central to the Kurdish identity, often described as their "only friends" in a
famous proverb, reflecting their role as protectors and a source of national spirit.* The Zagros
and Taurus mountain ranges are the geographical backbone of Kurdistan.! These formidable
landscapes have historically served as natural fortresses, shielding Kurdish communities and
preserving their distinct culture against numerous invasions and attempts at assimilation.” The
traditional Kurdish way of life, historically nomadic and centered around herding sheep and
goats, was intrinsically linked to these mountainous terrains and the Mesopotamian plains.’
This environment fostered a lifestyle adapted to harsh conditions, influencing everything from
traditional stone and clay architecture, designed to withstand severe weather, to the physical
resilience of the people.’

Specific mountains hold immense cultural and symbolic value:

e Mount Judi (Cidi): Located in Northern Kurdistan (southeastern Turkey) between
Sirnak and Silopi, Mount Judi (2144 m) is revered in Islamic and local Kurdish tradition as
the resting place of Noah's Ark.2 The Quran mentions "Judi" as the Ark's landing site.®
The name "Judi" itself, according to Botan and Sirnak Kurdish folklore, means "Noah's
Ark" (Je + Di).® The nearby town of Sirnak is even interpreted as "Noah's city".® This
sacred mountain, part of the Zagros chain, attracts pilgrims despite past military
restrictions.® Its association with such a significant biblical and Quranic event
underscores its deep spiritual importance across cultures, though it holds particular
resonance within the Kurdish landscape.

e Mount Ararat (Agiri): While also linked to the Noah's Ark narrative, particularly in
Western and Armenian traditions, Mount Ararat is a significant landmark in the broader
historical region inhabited by Kurds.? The Kurds occupy its western slopes.? Persian
legend refers to Ararat as the cradle of the human race.’ Though the primary
association with the Ark in Kurdish and Islamic tradition leans towards Mount Judi,
Ararat remains a powerful symbol in the region's geography and folklore.®

e Halgurd Mountain: As one of the highest peaks in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region, Halgurd is
a prominent natural landmark and a symbol of Kurdish identity, often featured in
literature, poetry, and music.? It is a popular destination for adventure tourism, including
mountain climbing.™

e Other Notable Mountains: The Kurdistan Region boasts numerous other mountains
significant for tourism and local identity, including Pera Magrun, Korek (with a modern
cable car), Bradost, Sheren, and Saffen.? The mountains around Semsir (Adiyaman), a
continuation of the Taurus range, also play a crucial role in the region's climate and
historical identity, with names like "Ciyayén Meletiyé" (Malatya Mountains) being used
locally.?

The mountains are not just physical entities but are deeply embedded in Kurdish artistic
expression, symbolizing freedom, resistance, and dignity in poetry by figures like Melayé Ciziri
and Ahmed Khani (Ehmedé Xani).? For the Yezidi community, mountains are also considered



spiritual homes.’
1.2. Rivers and Lakes: Lifelines and Historical Markers

Kurdistan is endowed with significant water resources, with major rivers originating from its
mountains and vast lakes that have shaped its history and ecology.’

Tigris River (Dijle): Originating from Lake Golcuk in southeastern Turkey, north of
Diyarbakir, the Tigris flows through historical Kurdish lands in Turkey and Iraq before
reaching the Persian Gulf It is a vital water source and has been a witness to millennia
of history, with ancient cities like Diyarbakir (Amed) situated on its banks. The Khinnis
reliefs, for instance, commemorate a canal system built by Assyrian King Sennacherib to
provide water to Nineveh, drawing from this river system.®

Euphrates River (Firat): With its two main branches, the Qera Su (Karasu) and the
Murad Su (Murat River), originating in Turkey, the Euphrates also traverses significant
Kurdish-inhabited areas before flowing through Syria and Iraq.? The Cemé Feraté is
described as the largest river in Kurdistan, flowing with ample water."

Great Zab (Zéyé Mezin) and Little Zab (Zéyé Biguk): These major tributaries of the
Tigris flow through both Turkey and Iraq, playing a crucial role in the hydrology of the
region.? The Z& river in the Zebari region of Iraqi Kurdistan is a notable feature.?

Khabur River (Xabiir): This river, crossing through Zakho in Iragi Kurdistan, is spanned
by the historic Delal Bridge.”® The region of the Khabur River has also been identified in
ancient Syriac sources as "land of the Kurds".2

Lake Van (Gola Wané): The largest lake in Turkey, Lake Van is a saline soda lake
located in the Armenian Highlands, within the historical geography of Kurdistan.” It is a
significant natural landmark, surrounded by mountains like Stiphan and Nemrut.” The
lake is known in Kurdish as Gola Wané and is associated with the Lake Van Monster
legend (Cinawiré Gola Wané in Kurdish)." The ancient Kingdom of Urartu had its capital,
Tushpa, near its shores, where Van Castle now stands.?'

Lake Urmia (Gola Urmiyé): Located in northwestern Iran (Eastern Kurdistan), Lake
Urmia is one of the world's largest saltwater lakes.? The ancient Mannaean homeland
was centered around this lake, near modern-day Mahabad.? The city of Urmia, a
historically multicultural center, lies on its western plain.?

Other Lakes: Smaller but locally important lakes include Lake Dukan and Darbandikhan
Lake in Iraqi Kurdistan, popular for tourism '°, and crater lakes on Mount Nemrut in Bidlis
province, such as Gola Sar (Blue Lake) and Gola Germ (Green Lake), known for their
contrasting temperatures.®

These water bodies have not only sustained agriculture and life but have also been sites of
historical events, trade routes, and cultural narratives, further cementing their place in the
collective memory of the Kurdish people. The natural beauty of these rivers and lakes
continues to inspire art and attract visitors, highlighting their enduring importance.™

2. Ancient Settlements and Archaeological Sites:



Unearthing Millennia of History

The lands of Kurdistan are rich in archaeological sites that testify to a long and complex
history of human habitation, stretching back to prehistoric times and encompassing various
civilizations that predate and coincide with the emergence of the Kurdish identity. These sites
provide crucial insights into the early development of agriculture, urbanism, and complex
societies in the Near East.

2.1. Prehistoric and Neolithic Sites

Jarmo (Qelay Cermo): Located east of Kirkuk in Iraqgi Kurdistan, Jarmo is a significant
prehistoric archaeological site dating back to around 7000 BCE.? It is recognized as
one of the world's earliest village-farming communities.?® Excavations at Jarmo have
revealed approximately a dozen layers of architectural development, yielding evidence
of domesticated wheat, barley, dogs, and goats, which signifies a settled agricultural
lifestyle.®® Artifacts such as flint sickle blades, milling stones, and early pottery (in the
uppermost layers) indicate technological advancements related to this new mode of
food production.? Visiting Jarmo offers a tangible connection to these early agricultural
pioneers, with obsidian flakes and remnants of Braidwood's 1950s trenches still
visible.”® The site's importance lies in its contribution to understanding the Neolithic
Revolution in the Zagros Mountains region.

Shanidar Cave (Saneder): Situated in the Zagros Mountains of Iraqi Kurdistan, near
Erbil, Shanidar Cave is renowned for its Neanderthal remains, some dating back over
60,000-80,000 years.?”’ The discovery of ten Neanderthal skeletons (Shanidar I-X)
between 1957 and 2006 provided groundbreaking insights into Neanderthal burial
practices and social behavior.?’ The remains of "Shanidar 1," an individual who survived
significant injuries, suggest that Neanderthals cared for their sick and injured,
challenging earlier perceptions of them as purely solitary beings.? The cave also
contains over 30 "proto-Neolithic" skeletons from around 10,000 BCE, indicating
continuous human presence.?’ While Neanderthals are not direct ancestors of modern
Kurds, their presence in these lands highlights the deep antiquity of human occupation
in the region. The cave, overlooking the Greater Zab River, was also inhabited by Kurdish
goatherds in more recent times.*°

Gobeklitepe: Located near Sanlurfa in Turkey, in Northern Kurdistan, Gobeklitepe is
recognized as the world's oldest known megalithic structure, dated to approximately
9600-7300 BCE.*' This complex of massive stone pillars, elaborately carved with animal
figures, predates pottery, metallurgy, and the invention of writing. Excavations at
Gobeklitepe have provided significant information about the sophisticated spiritual and
social structures of hunter-gatherer societies on the cusp of the Neolithic Revolution.
Its location within the broader Kurdish region underscores the profound historical depth
of this area in the story of human civilization.®'



2.2. Bronze Age and Iron Age Sites

Erbil Plain Archaeological Survey (EPAS): The plain around Erbil (Hawler), the capital
of the Kurdistan Region of Iraqg, has been the focus of the EPAS since 2012.32 This region
was part of the core of the Neo-Assyrian Empire (circa 900-600 BC).*2 EPAS has
identified over 516 archaeological sites, ranging from the Proto-Hassuna period (circa
6400 BC) to the late Ottoman period. Discoveries include previously undocumented
urban centers from the Early Bronze Age (circa 2500-2000 BC), Middle Bronze Age
(circa 2000-1500 BC), and Sasanian era (circa 200-600 AD), as well as Neo-Assyrian
canals and ancient trackways.*? This survey is crucial for understanding the long-term
settlement patterns and landscape modifications in a historically vital area. The
numerous tells (mounds formed by successive layers of settlement) in the Erbil
governorate, such as Tell Qalinge Agha, Tell Nader, and Qasr Shamamk, are testaments
to this continuous occupation.®

Ziyaret Tepe: Situated in the Kurdish Region of Iraq, Ziyaret Tepe contains the remains
of the ancient Assyrian city of Tushhan.® This site is significant for its structures and
archaeological findings dating to the Urartu period (9th century BC) and the Assyrian
period (7th century BC), providing insights into the imperial administration and cultural
interactions in the northern frontiers of Assyria.*'

Khinnis (Bavian): Located in Duhok Governorate, Iragi Kurdistan, Khinnis is an Assyrian
archaeological site renowned for its extensive rock reliefs carved by King Sennacherib
around 690 BC."° These reliefs celebrate the construction of a vast canal system
designed to supply water to the Assyrian capital, Nineveh.'® The Great Relief at Khinnis
is considered the largest single Assyrian sculpture in existence."” The site also contains
inscriptions detailing Sennacherib's engineering prowess and military campaigns,
including the sack of Babylon.™ Khinnis underscores the Assyrian Empire's significant
impact on the landscape of what is now Kurdistan.

Maltai Reliefs: Sculpted into cliffs near the town of Maltai, approximately 70 km north
of Mosul in Iragi Kurdistan, these three rock relief panels date to the 7th century BC,
also associated with the Assyrian King Sennacherib.'® They depict a procession of
Assyrian deities and the king, possibly marking the head of another canal system.™
These reliefs are considered among the best-preserved Assyrian canal reliefs and are
important for understanding Assyrian religious iconography and royal ideology in the
mountainous northern regions.'

2.3. Classical and Later Antiquity Sites

Qalatga Darband: Located near Sulaymaniyah in the Iraqi Kurdish Region, Qalatga
Darband is an archaeological site from the Roman period.®' Discoveries include remains
of a Roman-era castle, temple, and other structures, indicating Roman presence and
influence in this part of Kurdistan, likely connected to trade routes or military campaigns
along the empire's eastern frontiers.*'



e Kingdom of Corduene: Emerging from the declining Seleucid Empire, Corduene was
located south and southeast of Lake Van (modern Siirt, Bitlis, and Sirnak provinces) and
ruled from 189 BC to AD 384.? It was often a vassal state, caught between the Parthian
and Roman Empires. Corduene is particularly significant as its name is etymologically
linked by some scholars to the term "Kurd," representing an early polity in the heartland
of historical Kurdistan.? Ancient districts within or near Corduene include Zabdicene
(modern Cizre area) and Moxoene (modern Mus).2

2.4. Islamic Period Sites

e Topzawa: Situated near Erbil in Iragi Kurdistan, Topzawa is an archaeological site from
the Islamic period, featuring remains of a mosque, madrasa, and cemetery dating to the
Abbasid era (8th century).”' This site illustrates the architectural and religious landscape
of the region following the Islamic conquests.

These ancient settlements and archaeological sites are not merely historical curiosities; they
are integral to the heritage of the Kurdish people and the broader Middle East. Their study
reveals the deep historical roots of settlement in Kurdistan, the succession of empires and
cultures that have left their mark, and the complex tapestry of influences that have
contributed to the region's unique cultural landscape. The ongoing work by both international
and local archaeologists, including Kurdish scholars, is vital for uncovering and preserving this
rich past.”'

3. Historical Cities and Urban Centers: Hubs of Kurdish
Culture and History

Across the diverse geography of Kurdistan, numerous cities and urban centers have served as
vital hubs of Kurdish culture, politics, and economic life for centuries. These cities, with their
ancient citadels, bustling bazaars, and layers of history, embody the resilience and continuity
of Kurdish urban traditions.

3.1. Erbil (Hawler / Arbil)

Erbil, the capital of the Kurdistan Region of Iraqg, is one of the oldest continuously inhabited
cities in the world.™
e Erbil Citadel (Qelay Hewlér): Dominating the city skyline, the Erbil Citadel is a fortified

tell settlement that rises approximately 30 meters above the surrounding plain.™
Archaeological evidence suggests it has been settled for more than 8,000 years.' The
Citadel was inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2014.%° It has witnessed the
rise and fall of numerous empires, including the Assyrians, who knew the city as
Urbilum, a significant religious center for the worship of Ishtar.®® The Battle of
Gaugamela in 331 BC, between Alexander the Great and Darius Ill, occurred near Erbil."
The Citadel contains historical structures like hammams (public baths) and traditional
houses, though many have suffered from neglect over decades of unrest.’® The



Kurdistan Music Archive, preserving a vast collection of Kurdish music, is housed in one
of the renovated traditional buildings within the Citadel.*® The name Hawler is preferred
by Kurds over Arbil, which is sometimes perceived as part of Arabization efforts, though
Arbil itself has ancient, non-Semitic roots (Sumerian Urbilum, meaning "high city").%®
Erbil Plain: The plain surrounding Erbil is rich in archaeological sites, as evidenced by
the Erbil Plain Archaeological Survey (EPAS).*? This area was a core part of the
Neo-Assyrian Empire and contains numerous tells like Tell Qalinge Agha, Tell Nader, and
Tell Qasr Shamamk, which have yielded artifacts from various periods, including the
Halaf, Ubaid, Uruk, and Assyrian eras.*® These sites demonstrate the long history of
urban and rural settlement in the region.

3.2. Diyarbakir (Amed)

Diyarbakir, known as Amed in Kurdish, is considered by many to be the unofficial capital of
Northern Kurdistan (southeastern Turkey).”° It is situated on the Tigris River and has a history
stretching back millennia.'®

Diyarbakir Fortress and City Walls: The massive black basalt walls of Diyarbakir are
among the longest and best-preserved ancient defensive walls in the world, after the
Great Wall of China. The walls, approximately 5.8 km in circumference, with numerous
towers, gates, and inscriptions, were first significantly fortified by the Romans in 297 AD
(Emperor Constantius Il) and subsequently expanded and repaired by successive rulers,
including Byzantines, Arabs, and Ottomans.? The walls and the adjacent Hevsel Gardens
(a vital source of food and water for the city) were collectively inscribed as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site in 2015." The ickale (Inner Castle) or Amida Mound within the walls
contains the earliest settlement evidence.’’ These fortifications are a powerful symbol
of the city's long and often turbulent history.

Great Mosque of Diyarbakir (Ulu Camii): Built in 1091 by the Seljuk Sultan Malik Shah,
the Great Mosque is one of the oldest mosques in Anatolia.”® It is believed to stand on
the site of an earlier Christian church (St. Thomas) and potentially the Roman forum.*°
Its architecture, featuring alternating bands of black basalt and white limestone, is
distinctive.®’ The complex includes the Mesudiye Medresesi.*

Other Landmarks: Diyarbakir is rich in historical mosques, churches, and hans
(caravanserais). Notable mosques include the Behram Pasha Mosque, Sheikh Matar
Mosque (with its unique Four-legged Minaret), and Fatihpasa Mosque.'® Significant
churches include the Syriac Orthodox Church of Our Lady (Meryemana Kilisesi), dating
back to the 3rd century (originally a pagan temple), and the St. Giragos Armenian
Church, the largest Armenian church in the Middle East, recently restored.'® The city
has been a melting pot of cultures and religions, though its Christian communities were
significantly impacted by historical events.** Diyarbakir has also been a vibrant center
for Kurdish arts and literature, with institutions like Lis Publishing establishing Wéjegeh
Amed (Amed Literature House) and various art collectives like Mordem Art and
Merkezkag contributing to its cultural life.*’



3.3. Sulaymaniyah (Silémani)

Founded in 1784 by the Kurdish prince Ibrahim Pasha Baban, Sulaymaniyah in Iragi Kurdistan is
renowned as the "Cultural Capital of Kurdistan" and was recognized as a UNESCO Creative
City of Literature in 2019.3

Cultural Hub: Sulaymaniyah has a rich literary tradition, being the birthplace of many
influential Kurdish poets such as Nali, Mawlawi, Goran, Piramerd, and Sherko Bekas,
whose names often adorn its streets.?* The city boasts numerous public parks, theaters,
galleries, modern shopping malls, and a bustling traditional bazaar.? The University of
Sulaimani, founded in 1968, is an important scientific and cultural center.” The city's
vibrant cultural scene is reflected in its many cafes and teahouses, which host literary
events.? Sculptor Chenar Nizar has created statues of prominent Kurdish figures,
including Mufti Penjweni and Hasan Zirak, some located in Sulaymaniyah or planned for
the region.*® A 10-meter tall monument to the Peshmerga is also planned for Hawari
Mountain in Sulaymaniyah.*®

3.4. Cizre (Cizir / Jezira Botan)

Cizre, located on the Tigris River in Northern Kurdistan (Sirnak Province, Turkey), near the
Syrian and Iraqi borders, is a historically significant city, often considered the heart of the
Botan region.?

Ancient Roots and Medieval Importance: Founded in the 9th century as Jazirat lbn
‘Umar, it became an important commercial and strategic center in Upper
Mesopotamia.' It is identified with the Roman river crossing Ad flumen Tigrim.*® The
city also holds religious significance, with one of the claimed tombs of Noah located
nearby at Mount Judi.*’ Cizre was a prominent center for Kurdish emirates, particularly
the Emirate of Botan.

Mem G Zin: Cizre is famously the setting for the Kurdish national epic Mem G Zin, written
by Ehmedé Xani in the 17th century.*® This tragic love story is considered a cornerstone
of Kurdish literature, symbolizing Kurdish aspirations for unity and freedom.%? The
mausoleum of Mem and Zin in Cizre has been restored and is a site of cultural
pilgrimage.>?

Modern Significance: Today, Cizre has a predominantly Kurdish population and has
been affected by the modern Kurdish-Turkish conflict.*’

3.5. Sanandaj (Sinne)

Sanandaj, or Sinne, is the capital of Kordestan Province in northwestern Iran (Eastern
Kurdistan) and a major center of Kurdish culture.?

Historical Development: While the modern city was founded about 250-300 years ago
by Soleyman Khan Ardalan (around 1636-7 CE), the surrounding region has a much
older history, with the name "Sinna" appearing in records from the 14th century.* It was
the capital of the Ardalan emirate, which controlled significant territories.* Sanandaj is



known for its natural beauty, art, and architecture.® The city is recognized by UNESCO
as a Creative City of Music since 2019.%*

Cultural Landmarks: Key landmarks include the Khosro Abad Mansion, the Sanandaj
Museum, and the Qeshlaq Bridge.** Carpet making is a significant industry.>* The
population is mainly Kurdish, with historical Armenian, Jewish, and Assyrian minorities.*®

3.6. Mahabad (Mehabad)

Mahabad, in northwestern Iran (Eastern Kurdistan), holds profound historical and symbolic
importance for Kurds, particularly as the capital of the short-lived Republic of Mahabad in
1946.

Republic of Mahabad: Proclaimed on January 22, 1946, with Qazi Muhammad as its
president, the Republic of Mahabad was a pivotal moment in the Kurdish struggle for
self-determination.® Though it lasted less than a year, it became a powerful symbol of
Kurdish aspirations.>® The republic promoted education in the Kurdish language,
published Kurdish literature, and advocated for women's education.®® The Kurdish
national anthem, "Ey Reqjib," written by Dildar, was adopted by the Republic of
Mahabad.®®

Ancient Roots: The area around Mahabad was the heartland of the ancient
Mannaeans, south and east of Lake Urmia.?

3.7. Kirkuk (Kerkak)

Kirkuk is a historically multi-ethnic city in Iraq, with significant Kurdish, Turkmen, Arab, and
Assyrian populations. It holds historical importance for Kurds, who consider it a part of
Kurdistan.?

Kirkuk Citadel (Qelay Kerkiké): The Kirkuk Citadel is the oldest part of the city,
standing on a mound 130 feet high and believed to have been constructed by the
Assyrian King Ashurnasirpal Il between 884 and 858 BC.' It has housed Jewish temples,
Christian churches (including a notable "Red Church"), and Muslim mosques,
symbolizing a history of coexistence.®® The citadel also claims to be the burial site of the
biblical prophet Daniel and his companions.®® Kurdish families historically resided within
its walls, and it remains a site for Newroz celebrations.®® The Qaysari Bazaar within the
citadel is another significant historical feature.®'

3.8. Amadiya (Amedi)

Amadiya, located in Duhok Governorate, Iragi Kurdistan, is a historic town perched atop a
mountain plateau.”

Amadiya Citadel: The citadel's construction dates back over 5,000 years, and it served
as the capital of the Kurdish Emirate of Bahdinan.? It is known for its strategic location
and historical significance. The citadel houses the Great Mosque of Amadiya, built in
1177, and the Qubad School (Madrasa Qubad), an important historical center for
religious and linguistic studies.”



3.9. Zakho (Zaxo)

Zakho is a city in Duhok Governorate, Iraqi Kurdistan, situated near the Turkish border on the
Khabur River.

e Delal Bridge (Pira Delal): An impressive ancient stone bridge crossing the Khabur
River, the Delal Bridge is a major landmark of Zakho.' Its exact construction date is
unknown, often attributed to the Abbasid period, though some local legends suggest a
much older origin.'® The bridge is a significant symbol for the city and a popular tourist
attraction.

3.10. Koya

Koya, located about 60 km from Erbil in Iragi Kurdistan, is another town with hidden heritage
sites.'°
e Qaisari Bazaar in Koya: This bazaar is an impressive structure with older, possibly

Ottoman-period market stalls and residential areas.'® An ornate gateway marks the
entrance to an ancient caravan route.'® Qaisary Nagib in Sulaymaniyah, established in
1900, is another example of such historic bazaars, initially populated by Jews of
Kurdistan and later by Muslims, surviving bombardments and floods.®? The Qaysari
Bazaar in Erbil, near the Citadel, has a history spanning over 800 years.®® These bazaars
are not just commercial centers but also important social and cultural spaces.

These historical cities and urban centers, with their unique landmarks and layered histories,

are crucial repositories of Kurdish heritage. They reflect periods of Kurdish autonomy, cultural

flourishing, and interaction with neighboring civilizations, as well as times of conflict and

resilience.

4. Cultural and Religious Sanctuaries: Sites of Spiritual
Significance

Beyond the historical cities and ancient archaeological sites, Kurdistan is home to numerous
cultural and religious sanctuaries that hold profound spiritual meaning for various
communities, particularly the Yezidis. These sites are often nestled in the mountainous
landscapes that characterize the region, further intertwining faith with the natural
environment.

4.1. Lalish Temple (Lalisa NGrani)

Lalish, located in a mountain valley in the Nineveh Plains of Iragi Kurdistan, approximately 60
km north of Mosul, is the holiest temple and most sacred pilgrimage site for the Yezidi faith.'
e Central Yezidi Shrine: It is the location of the tomb of Sheikh Adi ibn Musafir (Séx Adi),
a 12th-century figure of paramount importance to Yezidism.®* Archaeologists and
historians believe the sanctuary itself dates back approximately 4,000 years, indicating
a long history of sacredness at this location.®*



Pilgrimage Destination: Yezidis are expected to make a pilgrimage to Lalish at least
once in their lifetime to visit the tomb of $Séx Adi and other sacred places within the
complex.®* These include shrines dedicated to other holy beings, and two sacred
springs: Zamzam (a name shared with the sacred well in Mecca, suggesting possible
syncretic influences or shared regional traditions) and Kaniya Spi (the White Spring).”
Below Sheikh Adi's sanctuary lies a cave, and the site also includes features like Pirra
Selat (Serat Bridge) and a mountain named Mt. ‘Erefat, names which also resonate with
Islamic traditions, hinting at a complex interplay of religious influences in the region.®*
Feast of the Assembly (Cejna Cemayé): Yezidis in the region make an annual
pilgrimage for the seven-day autumn Feast of the Assembly, celebrated between
October 6th and 13th.®* Another significant festival celebrated at Lalish is Chwarshama
Sur (Red Wednesday), the Yezidi New Year, marking the beginning of creation and the
renewal of life, usually in April.®® During this festival, candles and oil wicks are lit, and
religious hymns are recited.®®

Symbolism and Rituals: The temple complex features distinctive conical domes and
intricate carvings. A snake relief decorates the entrance to Sheikh Adi's tomb.™ Fire
holds special sacredness in Yezidi mythology, a tradition believed to extend back to
Sumerian, Babylonian, Median, and Mithraic civilizations.® Rituals during Chwarshama
Sur include boiling and coloring eggs, which are then hung over doorways with flowers,
symbolizing renewal and protection.®®

Historical Resilience: Lalish has faced periods of persecution. In 1415, the tomb of
Sheikh Adi was razed during a campaign by the governor of Mosul.®* In 1892, Ottoman
forces and allied Muslim tribes occupied the valley, looting the mausoleums and
converting the temple into a Quranic school, which led to a widespread Yezidi
rebellion.®* More recently, in August 2014, Lalish became a refuge for Yezidis fleeing the
genocide perpetrated by ISIL in the Sinjar region.®* The enduring sanctity of Lalish,
despite centuries of upheaval, underscores its central role in preserving Yezidi faith,
culture, and identity. It is a living testament to the spiritual heritage of one of Kurdistan's
oldest religious communities.

4.2. Other Religious Sites and Expressions

While Lalish is paramount for Yezidis, the broader Kurdish landscape is dotted with sites
reflecting its diverse religious history, including ancient Christian monasteries and Islamic
shrines.

Christian Heritage: As discussed in the context of cities like Diyarbakir, numerous
ancient churches and monasteries exist throughout Kurdistan, testifying to a significant
Christian presence long before and after the arrival of Islam.' The Syriac Orthodox
Church, for example, established a seat in Cizre in 639 AD.*” The Church of the Holy
Cross on Akdamar Island in Lake Van, though an Armenian Apostolic church, is a
significant medieval Christian monument within the historical geography of Kurdistan,
reflecting the Vaspurakan Kingdom's art and architecture.™



e Islamic Sites: The Great Mosque of Diyarbakir, the Great Mosque of Amadiya, and
various historic mosques in cities like Erbil, Kirkuk, and Sanandaj are important Islamic
landmarks.'® Tombs of revered figures, sometimes associated with companions of the
Prophet Muhammad or local saints, also function as pilgrimage sites. For example, the
Hazreti Stileyman Mosque in Diyarbakir is said to entomb Sulleyman, son of Khalid ibn
al-Walid.*

e Kurdish Quarters and Religious Edifices in Diaspora Cities: Historically, Kurdish
tribal forces and scholars led to the formation of Kurdish quarters in many cities outside
of core Kurdish areas, such as Aleppo, Baghdad, Cairo, Damascus, Gaza, Hebron, and
Jerusalem.* These quarters often included Kurdish-built mosques, madrasahs, and
cemeteries (e.g., Ribat al-Kurd in Jerusalem, built by Amir Kurd al-Mansuri).* This
demonstrates a historical pattern of Kurdish communities establishing religious and
cultural footholds even beyond their traditional heartlands.

The religious landscape of Kurdistan is complex, reflecting layers of ancient faiths, the arrival
and spread of Christianity and Islam, and the unique development of faiths like Yezidism.
These sanctuaries are not just places of worship but are deeply interwoven with the cultural
identity, historical memory, and communal life of the Kurdish people and other groups residing
in the region. The coexistence, and at times conflict, between these religious traditions is a
defining characteristic of Kurdistan's history.

5. Modern Cultural Institutions and Expressions:
Preserving Heritage, Forging Futures

In the contemporary era, despite political fragmentation and often challenging circumstances,
Kurdish culture continues to thrive through various institutions and artistic expressions, both
within Kurdistan and in the diaspora. These efforts are crucial for preserving heritage,
fostering identity, and ensuring the dynamism of Kurdish culture for future generations.

5.1. Cultural Centers and Museums

Major Kurdish cities like Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, Diyarbakir, and Sanandaj serve as focal points for
modern cultural activities.

e Erbil: The Kurdistan Music Archive, located in the Erbil Citadel, plays a vital role in
digitizing and preserving thousands of Kurdish songs spanning a century.*® The
Kurdistan Center for Arts & Culture (KCAC) in Erbil aims to build an inclusive global
community celebrating and promoting Kurdistan's heritage, culture, and art through
collection, preservation, education, artist support, and exhibitions.®® Erbil also hosts art
galleries, such as the one featuring Iranian Kurdish artist Nasr Daneshvar, showcasing
contemporary Kurdish art.®® A statue honoring renowned Kurdish artist Fuad Ahmad is
set to be unveiled near the Erbil Citadel.*®

e Sulaymaniyah: Recognized as a UNESCO City of Literature, Sulaymaniyah is a vibrant
cultural hub with theaters, galleries, and a strong literary tradition.?* The city is home to
the University of Sulaimani, an important academic institution.'® The Red Terror Museum



(Amna Suraka) in Slemani serves as a poignant reminder of the Ba'athist regime's
atrocities against the Kurds, including the Anfal genocide.™

Diyarbakir (Amed): This city in Northern Kurdistan has a rich history of cultural
production. Lis Publishing established Wéjegeh Amed (Amed Literature House), a civic
cultural space for discussions through literature and arts.*? Independent art collectives
like Mordem Art and Ecological Life Association and Merkezkag Art Collective contribute
to the vibrant arts scene, focusing on theatre, music, dance, and visual arts, often with a
strong emphasis on Kurdish language and cultural heritage.*? The Diyarbakir
Archaeological Museum, located within the igkale (Inner Fortress), depicts the city's
long history.™

Sanandaj (Sinne): As a UNESCO Creative City of Music, Sanandaj is a significant center
for Kurdish music and arts in Eastern Kurdistan (Iran).%*

Qamishli (Qamislo): In Rojava (Western Kurdistan/Syria), Qamishli is considered an
unofficial center of the Syrian Kurdish movement and a hub for cultural activities.” It
hosts events like the Yekta Herkol Theater Festival, which brings together performances
from across Syria and the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, celebrating World Theater Day and
honoring the late Kurdish actor Yekta Herkol.”

5.2. Literature and Publishing

Kurdish literature, with roots in oral traditions and classical epics like Mem G Zin by Ehmedé
Xani #°, continues to evolve.

Poetry: Poets like Sherko Bekas (1940-2013) from Sulaymaniyah are pivotal figures in
contemporary Kurdish poetry, exploring themes of liberty, love, life, and the Kurdish
condition.” Bekas co-founded contemporary Kurdish poetry and introduced the
"ROwange" (vision) element, breaking from traditional forms." His work has been
translated into numerous languages, and he himself translated international literary
works into Kurdish.” Other notable poets from Diyarbakir include Sirri Hanim and iffet
Hanim from the Diwan tradition.*’

Publishing Houses: Despite challenges like censorship and economic viability, Kurdish
publishing houses have emerged, dedicated to preserving and promoting literature in
the Kurdish language. In Turkey, publishers like Lis Publishing in Diyarbakir have played a
crucial role since the partial lifting of the Kurdish language ban in 1991. Henar Press, a
Kurdish-owned and operated press, focuses on publishing fiction, poetry, and creative
nonfiction from Kurdish writers in the homeland and diaspora, aiming to resist erasure
and reclaim the Kurdish narrative.” These publishers often operate with a strong sense
of cultural duty, investing in the future of Kurdish literature.™

5.3. Theatre and Cinema

Kurdish Theatre: Modern Kurdish theatre has developed divergently across the regions
of Kurdistan, often in defiance of assimilationist policies.’ In Soviet Armenia, the first
state-supported Kurdish theatre was established, while in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria,



grassroots efforts built the foundations of modern Kurdish theatre, often using it as a
vehicle for safeguarding language and culture.” The Yekta Herkol Theater Festival in
Qamishli is a contemporary example of the vibrancy of Kurdish theatre.”

Kurdish Cinema: Filmmakers like Yilmaz Guney (1937-1984), of Kurdish Zaza and
Kurmaniji heritage, are considered foundational figures in Kurdish cinema.”” Giiney
depicted Kurdish culture and the struggles of ordinary people in his films, often setting
them in Kurdish areas of Turkey to assert a Kurdish identity despite restrictions on
language use.” His film Yol (The Road), which won the Palme d'Or at Cannes in 1982,
subtly incorporated Kurdish references and themes of resistance.”

5.4. Monuments and Memorials

Monuments and statues across Kurdistan honor important cultural and historical figures.

Statues of Poets and Artists: Sculptor Chenar Nizar has created statues of Kurdish
poet Mufti Penjweni (in Penjwen and Sulaymaniyah), singer Hasan Zirak (planned for
Bukan, Iran), and Mohammad Mamle.*® Sculptor Omar Jamil has crafted statues of poet
Ahmad Dilzar, Mawlawi, and artist Fuad Ahmad (to be unveiled near Erbil Citadel).*
These monuments serve to commemorate and celebrate influential figures in Kurdish
culture.

Memorials of Struggle: Sites like the Halabja Monument and Peace Museum and the
Red Terror Museum in Sulaymaniyah document and commemorate the suffering and
resilience of the Kurdish people, particularly during genocidal campaigns like Anfal.™
Numerous other monuments and graveyards remember these tragic events and honor
leaders and revolutionaries."

5.5. Diaspora Cultural Initiatives

The Kurdish diaspora plays a significant role in preserving and promoting Kurdish culture
globally.

New York Kurdish Cultural Center (NYKCC): Founded in 2017, the NYKCC showcases
and promotes Kurdish culture from ancient times to the present.® It organizes events,
screenings (like the annual New York Kurdish Film Festival), and exhibitions to
strengthen the diaspora community and raise awareness among non-Kurds about
Kurdish people and their issues, emphasizing cultural expression as a crucial part of the
Kurdish freedom struggle.®

These modern institutions and cultural expressions demonstrate the vitality of Kurdish
heritage. They act as spaces for remembrance, creativity, and the assertion of identity, often
navigating complex political landscapes to ensure that Kurdish voices are heard and their rich
cultural tapestry is preserved and enriched for future generations. The interplay between
cultural production in the homeland and the diaspora creates a dynamic and resilient cultural
ecosystem.

Conclusion



The famous places of Kurdistan, from its formidable mountain ranges and life-giving rivers to
its ancient settlements, historic cities, and sacred sanctuaries, collectively narrate a story of
profound historical depth and enduring cultural resilience. These sites are not merely
geographical locations or archaeological remnants; they are living testaments to the
millennia-long presence of the Kurdish people and the diverse civilizations that have shaped
this land. The mountains have served as cradles of Kurdish identity, offering refuge and
shaping a distinct way of life, while the fertile plains and river valleys have nurtured
civilizations since the dawn of agriculture, as evidenced by sites like Jarmo and Shanidar
Cave.®

Cities such as Erbil, Diyarbakir (Amed), Sulaymaniyah, and Cizre stand as urban palimpsests,
their citadels, walls, mosques, churches, and bazaars bearing witness to centuries of Kurdish
emirates, cultural flourishing, and interactions with empires like the Assyrians, Romans,
Byzantines, Seljuks, and Ottomans.’® These urban centers continue to be hubs of Kurdish
cultural and intellectual life, fostering literature, art, and music that reflect both ancient
traditions and contemporary aspirations.?* The sanctity of places like Lalish for the Yezidi
community highlights the deep spiritual connections embedded within the Kurdish landscape,
preserving unique religious traditions despite historical adversities.®*

The archaeological record, from Gobeklitepe's ancient megaliths to the intricate Assyrian
reliefs at Khinnis and Maltai, and the Roman ruins at Qalatga Darband, underscores the
region's pivotal role in the broader history of the Near East.” These sites, often located within
the geographical expanse of Kurdistan, contribute to a richer understanding of the complex
historical layers upon which Kurdish culture has developed.

In the modern era, cultural institutions, publishing houses, theatre groups, and artists both
within Kurdistan and in the diaspora actively work to preserve and promote Kurdish heritage,
language, and identity.® The establishment of cultural centers, the creation of monuments
honoring poets and leaders, and the telling of Kurdish stories through literature and film are
vital acts of cultural assertion and continuity.

The study of these famous Kurdish places reveals a heritage that is both deeply rooted in the
ancient past and dynamically engaged with the present. Their preservation and continued
exploration are essential not only for the Kurdish people in understanding and maintaining
their identity but also for the world in appreciating the rich and diverse tapestry of human
civilization. The challenges these sites and the culture they represent have faced, and
continue to face, only underscore the importance of recognizing and safeguarding this
invaluable heritage.
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