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JELWA, KETĀB AL-

JELWA, KETĀB AL- (Kurd. Kitēba jilwe, “the Book of splendor”), title of a
notional sacred text in Yazidism. Written copies of the text were first
discovered in the late 1880s, together with Meṣḥefa reš (Meṣḥefa reş, “black
book,”), another short text purporting to be a sacred book. The oldest copies of
these texts were written in Arabic (rather than in Kormānji Kurdish, the
language of the Yazidi community). They usually formed part of collections of
short works on Yazidism, where they did not appear to have pride of place.
Shortly before this, in a published interview with the French scholar Anastase
N. Siouffi (1880), Bābā Shaikh, the religious leader of the Yazidis, had declared
that the group possessed two “sacred books,” written in Arabic and named
Kitēba jilwe and Meṣḥefa reş. The latter was said to be a commentary upon the
former. While the title Meṣḥefa reš originally appears to have been no more
than a generic name for a sacred book, the other title may be connected with
an older work, Ketāb al-jelwa le-arbāb al ḵalwa, which the Hanbalite
theologian and jurisconsult Ebn Taymiya (d. 1328), ascribed to Ḥasan b. ʿAdi (k.
1246; Ebn Taymiya, I, pp. 262-317). Ḥasan was an early leader of the proto-
Yazidi community, whose world-view and beliefs were presumably formed by
Sufism. In its present form, the Ketāb al-jelwa purports to reveal the words of
the Peacock Angel (Ṭāwusi Malek; Guest, 1993, pp. 208-10), which makes it
unlikely to have originated from Ḥasan b. ʿAdi’s work.

In the early 20th century, at least half a dozen manuscripts containing the
Yazidi sacred books had found their way to the West. Their provenance was
shrouded in mystery, but it seems clear that Jeremiah Shamir, a former
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Christian monk who made a living as a dealer in books and manuscripts,
played a key role in their sudden appearance (Kreyenbroek, p. 11).

An anonymous publication (known to be by A. N. Andrus) in 1891 contained
the first verbatim translations of passages from the Ketāb al-jelwa and the
Meṣḥefa reš. The first full translation, by Edward G. Browne (q.v. [not in
bibliography]), appeared in 1895. In 1909, Isya Joseph published the Arabic
text of both Ketāb al-jelwa and Meṣḥefa reš, with an English translation. Two
years later, in 1911, the Carmelite Père Anastase-Marie de Saint-Elie
announced his discovery of what he believed to be the original Kurdish
version of the texts. This was written in an otherwise unknown alphabet that
bore no obvious resemblance to any other Middle Eastern script, but strangely
had separate characters representing Arabic emphatic consonants which do
not normally occur in Kurdish. Father Anastase showed his find to the
Austrian orientalist Maximillian Bittner, who published the texts in 1913 with
a German translation. Bittner had access to Oskar Mann’s work on the Mokri
dialect of Kurdish, but was evidently unfamiliar with other forms of the
language. On the basis of this limited knowledge, he declared the Kurdish of
these texts to be ancient and obviously regarded Father Anastase’s texts as
authentic.

A few years later this view was challenged by Alphonse M ingana, who gave a
number of cogent arguments to suggest that these finds did not represent an
ancient manuscript tradition. Mingana claimed that the texts were forgeries
made by Jeremiah Shamir. At a later stage, Cecil John Edmonds (p. 88) pointed
out that the Kurdish of the “sacred books” was not Kormānji, but the Sōrāni of
the Arbil region, that is, the dialect of Kurdish spoken by Shamir. To these
arguments one might add the very words of Ketāb al-jelwa, where Ṭāwusi
Malek asserts: “I teach without a scripture” (cf. Guest, 1993, p. 209).

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

 

Père Anastase-Marie de Saint-Elie, “La découverte récente des deux livres



Vol. XIV, Fasc. 6, pp. 622-623

3

sacrées des Yézidis,” Anthropos 6, 1911, pp. 1-39.

Maximillian Bittner, Die heiligen Bücher der Jeziden oder Teufelsanbeter:
Kurdisch und Arabisch, Denkschriften der kaiserlichen Akademie der
Wissenschaften in Wien, Phil.-Hist. Klasse 55, Vienna, 1913.

Cecil John Edmonds, A Pilgrimage to Lalish, London, 1967.

Ebn Taymiya, Majmuʿat al-rasāʾel al-kobrā, 2 vols., Cairo 1905, I, pp. 262-317.

Rudolf Frank, Scheich ʿAdî, der grosse Heilige der Jezîdîs, Berlin, 1911.

Anis Frayha, “New Yezīdī Texts from Beled Sinjār, ‘Iraq,” Journal of the
Americal Oriental Society 66, 1946, pp. 18-43.

Giuseppe Furlani, Testi Religiosi dei Yezidi: traduzione, introduzione e note,
Bologna, 1930; tr. Jamshedji Maneckji Unvala as The Religion of the Yezidis:
Religious Texts of the Yezidis, Bombay, 1940.

John S. Guest, The Yezidis: A Study in Survival, London and New York, 1987;
2nd revised ed. as Survival among the Kurds: A History of the Yezidis, London
and New York, 1993.

Isya Joseph, “Yezidi Texts,” American Journal of Semitic Languages and
Literatures 25, 1909, pp. 111-56, 218-54.

Idem, Devil Worship: The Sacred Books and Traditions of the Yezidis, Boston,
1919.

Philip G. Kreyenbroek, Yezidism: Its Background, Observances and Textual
Tradition, Lewiston, New York, 1995.

Austen Henry Layard, Nineveh and Its Remains: with An Account of A Visit to
the Chaldaean Christians of Kurdistan, and the Yezidis, or Devil-Worshippers,
and An Enquiry into the Manners and Arts of the Ancient Assyrians, 2 vols,
London, 1849.

Oskar Mann, Die Mundart der Mukri-Kurden, 2 vols, Berlin, 1906-09.

Alphonse Mingana, “Devil-Worshippers; Their Beliefs and Their Sacred
Books,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1916, pp. 505-26.



JELWA, KETĀB AL-|Philip G. Kreyenbroek

4

Idem, “Sacred Books of the Yezidis,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1921,
pp. 117-19.

Anastase, N. Siouffi, “Notice sur la secte des Yézidis,” Jounal Asiatique, ser. 7,
18, 1880, pp. 78-83.


