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Preface

This is the first of a two-volume work aiming to describe and analyse significant
aspects of the religious culture of the Yaresan (Ahl-e Haqq) of the Guran area in the
Kurdish-speaking region of Iran. The Guran tradition differs in many ways from
other Yaresan traditions, such as those of Sahne and the Kaka’i communities in Iraq.
Although some valuable articles on the Gurani community are available and the few
existing monographs on the Yari religion make a definite contribution, it was felt
that a detailed analysis of key aspects of this particular religious tradition, based on
recent research, was a desideratum for the study of the Yaresan, and of minority
religions in the Middle East generally.

The work is divided into two separate parts: Vol. 1, by Kreyenbroek, focuses on
general aspects of the religion, whilst Vol. 2, by Kanakis, discusses Gurani and
Yaresan music. The authors were trained in different disciplines (Iranian Philology
and History of Religions, and Social Geography and Ethnomusicology respectively),
and belong to different generations. This has the advantage that readers will be of-
fered complementary approaches, rather than having their understanding of the sub-
ject informed by a single point of view.

It should be stressed that this work does not seek to reveal the deeper esoteric
knowledge of Yari, which is the province of learned Yaresan specialists. Since most
believers appear to be aware of the existence of this knowledge without having di-
rect access to it, it is sufficient for our purpose to recognise that such secret
knowledge exists, without focusing on its contents.

The title refers to the phrase Awwal o Akher Yar, which is heard frequently dur-
ing Yari rituals. It literally means ‘The Friend first and last’, and in the Guran tradi-
tion! clearly refers to God, as a Friend to mankind. When faced with the title ‘God
first and last’, some Yaresan informants stated that, for them, the word Yar, with its
associations of love and benevolence, evoked a different feeling than the neutral
word ‘God’. After some discussion, however, it was decided to keep the simple
translation ‘God’ in the title because ‘the Friend’ would not be intelligible to many
Western readers, while ‘the Beloved’ might suggest a stronger influence of Islamic
mysticism than can in fact be found in Yari.

Few academic books on religion can do justice to the faith and spirituality that
are core parts of many people’s religious experience. Although this work is partly
based on oral testimonies and takes into account the role of music in Yaresan devo-
tional life, it is probably no exception. Still, it is hoped that its appearance will be a

1 For another view, which regards the word as referring to Ali, see App.3, Question 38.
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step towards a better understanding of this particular group, and of the unity and
variety that characterise the traditions of the Yari religion.

Samos, June 2019 Philip G. Kreyenbroek
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