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Abstract

The province of Kermanshah possesses an ancient and longstanding culture that, due to its
proximity to Mesopotamian civilization, has been influenced in many aspects—including
mourning rituals—by the ancient beliefs of this region. Because mythical teachings have
deeply penetrated the beliefs of Iranian ethnic groups, an important part of these teachings
also entered religious rituals, adapting themselves with some changes to the conditions
of the times. In this research, the authors, using descriptive—analytical and field methods,
examine mourning rituals in the folk culture of Kermanshah and their reflection in the city’s
Ashura ceremonies. The findings indicate that mourning among the Kurds of Kermanshah,
whether for deceased loved ones or for Imam Hussein (peace be upon him), shares certain
mythical roots. For example, prolonged weeping, face-scratching and hair-pulling are
connected with rain, fertility and productivity, and are related to agrarian civilizations.
The Chamari (a traditional mourning ritual) is a rite of passage and its elements also carry
mythical roots and meanings: the horse, due to its totemic nature, serves as the embodiment
of the deceased; the Chamari circle represents the circle of perfection, bringing peace to
the deceased and the mourners while warding off evil and restlessness; mor and mowyeh
(laments) express the mythical and epic concerns of the people; and the clothing and
belongings of the deceased, based on the belief in the magic of contiguity, are considered
equivalent to the deceased themselves. All these elements possess mythical origins and
belong to the rites of passage that accompany the deceased’s transition from this world to
the next.
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Introduction

Every nation expresses its cultural identity through distinctive rituals, performed in moments
of both sorrow and joy. Among these, mourning practices reflect profound ideas about
a community’s intellectual, religious, and ideological foundations, shaped by its history,
civilization, and ethnic traditions. In Kermanshah, mourning rituals carry a unique cultural
identity rooted in the ancient beliefs and practices of Iran, extending even to pre-Aryan
traditions. These rituals, which may last for up to a year, reveal both the gravity of death
and the deep respect accorded to the deceased within Kurdish society. Moreover, mourning
practices in Kermanshah are closely interwoven with mythological beliefs, underscoring
their enduring symbolic and spiritual significance.

The significance of the event of Ashura in Islam, particularly within Shiite thought, is
undeniable. Its profound impact on the culture of the Iranian peoples is equally remarkable,
as it has become intertwined with the local traditions and indigenous elements of various
regions across Iran. By examining the Ashura mourning rituals practiced throughout the
country, one can trace their indigenous and national roots, as well as their symbolic depth.
Many of these distinctive rituals are closely linked to mythological and epic traditions.
Understanding the cultural foundations of these practices allows for a more comprehensive
analysis of the mourning culture among different Iranian communities. In Kermanshah
province, mythological beliefs, deeply rooted in history, have permeated the worldview of
its ethnic groups to such an extent that they are reflected even in religious themes, imbued
with powerful emotional and spiritual resonance. Studying the Ashura mourning rituals in
Kermanshah is therefore significant, as it uncovers the ancient roots and layered meanings
behind many of these practices.

Method

This descriptive-analytical study employs both library-based and field research methods
for data collection. The analysis is qualitative, relying on inductive reasoning. The findings
of this study will have practical implications for such areas as cultural documentation,
animation, anthropological studies, and popular culture in Kermanshah.

Analysis

Mourning in Kermanshah is accompanied by distinctive rituals and customs that, through
careful and scholarly study, can be traced back to ancient and mythological roots. Among the
Kurds of Kermanshah, mourning, whether for the death of loved ones or for the martyrdom
of Imam Hussein, shares certain mythological foundations. Prolonged weeping, scratching
the face, and pulling out hair are practices associated with rain, fertility, and abundance, and
are connected to agricultural civilizations. The Chamari rite of passage and its elements
also have mythological roots and meanings: the horse, due to its totemic dimension,
represents the embodiment of the deceased; the Chamari circle symbolizes the cycle of
perfection, granting peace to both the departed and the mourners while warding off evil and
confusion; lamentation and mourning songs express the mythological and epic concerns
of the community; and the clothes and personal belongings of the deceased, believed to
hold the magic of proximity, are regarded as equivalent to the deceased themselves. All of
these practices possess mythological backgrounds and form part of the rituals that mark the
transition of the deceased from this world to the next.
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Results

The rituals of Ashura in Kermanshah are deeply influenced by the mourning traditions of
this region. Just as mourning practices are interwoven with mythological beliefs and ideas,
many of the Ashura rituals in Kermanshah are also based on mythological foundations.
These include prolonged weeping, scratching the face, pulling out hair, covering the body
with mud, performing Chamari with its elements, such as cutting the mane and tail of a
horse, lamentation and mourning chants (mor and mowyeh), gathering around the Chamari
circle, and hanging the clothes and belongings of the deceased.

Prolonged crying and acts of self-harm, such as pulling hair and scratching the face, have
very ancient origins. These practices predate the arrival of the Aryans in Iran, as evidence
of them is found in Mesopotamia and even among the Jewish people. Among the Aryans,
mourning and crying for the dead were discouraged, which suggests that these rituals
belong to the pre-Aryan period and are connected to agricultural and fertility rites. It was
as though such acts were performed in the hope that the heavens would imitate them, and
by “weeping” (rainfall), ensure the prosperity of agriculture. The Chamari ritual is also
linked to the veneration of vegetation deities, placing it within the broader framework
of agricultural rites. One of its elements is the cutting of a horse’s mane and tail, which
symbolizes the deep bond between the horse and its owner. Cutting these parts signifies
that after the death of the owner, no one else is worthy of claiming or riding the horse.
The belongings of the deceased, such as clothing and weapons, sometimes symbolically
displayed on standards ( ‘a/lam) and sometimes in their original form, also form an important
part of Chamari.

Mor and mowyeh (laments) are another essential aspect, performed in memory of the
deceased. All these rituals, in addition to being practiced during ordinary mourning
ceremonies in Kermanshah, are also performed during Ashura. This reflects the deep
interconnection between popular beliefs and mythological traditions in this region of Iran.
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