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ABSTRACT: Water-carrying (saqqa’) is among the rituals of the
month of Muharram that is observed throughout many cities in
Iran. Historical sources testify to the prevalence of this practice
among the futuvvat fellowships in Iran during the Ilkhanid period.
A detailed elucidation of the practice of water-carrying and its ritual
aspect appears in the Futuvvatnamibyi Sultani. This and other
treatises on futuvvat of the Safavid period demonstrate the strong
link between the practice of water-carrying and the Shi‘a mourning
rituals during the month of Muharram. The practice gradually lost
its initiation ceremonies and gained the status of a popular ritual
during the Qajar and Pahlavi periods. Today, water-carrying is
observed without any mention of its origins even though their
hallmarks are clearly observable.
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Introduction

Water-carrying (sagqa’) is among the mourning traditions observed
during Muharram in Iran in numerous towns and cities. There are
many water-carrying fellowships in such cities as Hamadan, Kashan,
Tehran, Tabriz, Yazd, Arak, Kerman, Aran va Bidgul, Nush Abad, and
Niasar. Notably, the practice is also observed with full ceremony in
Qum and Mashhad, the pilgrimage cities of Iran where authorities are
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keen to observe an orthodox air.!

Water-carrying consists of recounting the tribulations suffered by
the family of the Prophet Muhammad (abl al-bayt), especially as
suffered by Husayn ibn ‘Ali (the third Shi‘a Imam) and his loyal
followers. The tribulations are re-enacted as groups recite songs of
lament in unison but without the accompaniment of other prevalent
displays of mourning such as chest-beating and self-flagellation with
chains, and without the use of such instruments as cymbals (siz7) and
drums.” This ritual recounting is expressed in verse and in the form of
woeful songs that follow the rhythm of traditional Persian music.

Every year on the day of ‘Ashura (10 Muharram) the water-carrying
ritual takes shape. The water-carriers split into two groups, each group
comprising two sub-groups, one of which functions as the master
(naqib)y’ and the other as the disciple. The disciple group is larger. The
‘Ashura mourners — who gather in the husayniyyahs or saqqa-kbanibs
(water houses) — form four distinct circles. Songs of lament are recited
by the two master groups, while the two disciple groups chime in the
singing of the chorus (¢tarji* or tarkib-band) or a half of each line.

The peculiar beauty, melancholy, and musical rhythm render the
water-carrying ritual exceptionally moving. In addition to the
melodious rhythm of the participants, the element which is yet more
appealing is the content of the dirges, which generally contain
references to Qur’anic teachings, mystical concepts and intuitions,
historical accounts, and legendary beliefs. And it is these elements that
distinguish these dirges from the ordinary forms of folk poetry.

The water-carrying ritual can also take another form involving
assemblies of water-carriers donning special mourning garments,
carrying water skins on their shoulders, and holding a cup in their
hands, as they wait on and serve water to the mourners. While engaged
in this service, they recite accounts of the afflictions suffered by the
family and loyal followers of Imam Husayn and especially of their
thirst. (And this may be one of the reasons why dirges generally follow a
slow beat — so that the recitation of dirges would not interfere with
serving water to the mourners.)*

The aim of this paper is to further describe the ritual of water-
carrying in Iran, both past and present, and its relation to the futuvvat
(Persian: javanmardi) fellowships” My discussion will be mainly based
on Persian sources although some reference will be made to early
Western visitors to Iran. But before elaborating on the tradition of
water-carrying it is appropriate to elaborate on the tradition of futuvvat.
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Futuvvat

Despite the many studies on the tradition of futnvvat, many questions
remain unanswered concerning its origins in Iran. The relation of
futuvvat to the Malamati,® Qalandari,” and ‘Ayyari® traditions of a Sufi
ilk 1s unclear. Fellowships practicing futuvvat have assumed multiple
manifestations in various periods of history and in response to diverse
circumstances.” Indeed, the student of futuvvat may find that as one
mystery is resolved, further mysteries become uncovered.” For this
reason only the briefest outline of futuvvat can be given here.”

The futwvvar that finds expression in the treatises on futuvvat
(Persian: futuvvat-namibs) has a number of forms. On one end of the
spectrum, there is the Sufi futuvvar that is based on a preoccupation
with God and meticulous attention to the virtues of the Prophet, the
Companions, and other religious authorities. Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman
Sulami’s Kitab al-Futuwwah is an exposition of this variety. But there is
also the licentious and libertine futuvovat prevalent in the third and
fourth centuries AH, which readily and unashamedly flouted social,
moral, and religious norms."” In the sixth century AH, during the reign
of Nasir, the ruler of Baghdad, a moderate and syncretic form of
JSutuvvat also existed. This form of futuvvat was somewhat between the
two opposing forms of futuvvat just mentioned, having drifted away
from them. The lifestyle of its devotees was somewhat more lavish and
it consisted of a merely theatrical manifestation of futuvvat.”

Futuvvat continued to flourish in Iran throughout the seventh and
eight centuries AH as a tendency assimilated into the broader Sufi
matrix. This was demonstrated in the Sufi and ritual tendencies of the
various guilds, as noted by the famed traveller Ibn Battutah in his AF
Riblah.* In the treatises written by Sufi devotees during this period, one
describes a ritual form of futuvvat that seeks to conform rigorously to
the ethos of the Prophet, the Companions, and especially of Imam ‘Alj,
who has been viewed as the epitome of magnanimity.” Typical examples
of this literature are the two treatises by Shihab al-Din ‘Umar
Suhravardi; the treatise of Mawlana Nasiri which is written in verse; a
treatise by Najm al-Din Zarkub; ‘Abd Al-Razzaq Kashani’s Tubfat al-
Ikbwan fi Khasa’is al-Fatyan, Sayyid °‘Ali Hamadani’s Risalat
Futuwwatiyyah; and a treatise commonly known as Futuvvat-namib-yi
‘Abd al-Azim Khan-i Qarib. It may be remarked that these treatises were
intended in the main as moral books of instruction and edification for
the different futuvvar fellowships, which were apparently identified with
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professional guilds in this period.

The final social manifestation of futuwvvat, which was strongly
infused with Shi‘a — and occasionally heretical (ghali) — beliefs emerged
in the ninth century AH." Husayn Wa‘iz Kashifi’s Futuvvat-namib-yi
Sultani elucidates this strain of futuvvat, which was intimately
connected with certain guilds whose occupations were ritual and
theatrical. 7 This mode of futuvvat managed to flourish until the
beginning of this century under various names, the last of which was
the Darvishan-i ‘Ajam, a group affiliated with the Khaksari lineage and
which played an important role in the religious and social life of Iran
and Asia Minor during the Safavid and Qajar periods. Their influence
in literature led to the composition of tens of treatises, all of which put
forth the same message as that of the Futuvvat-namib-i Sultani.

Water-Carrying and Futuvvat

The account of ‘Abd al-Karim Qushayri, put forth in his Risalah
Qushayriyyah, concerning futuvvat shows that the Sufi code of morality
has from early on viewed the voluntary serving of water to people as a
requirement, or an indication of possessing futuvvat. The water-carriers
who would quench the thirst of travellers and passers-by without the
expectation of compensation were considered as ranking among the

virtuous practitioners of futuvvat. As Qushayri records from Dhu al-
Nun Misri:

‘He who wishes to meet the virtuous javanmardan should
travel to Baghdad and meet the water-carriers of Baghdad.’

They said, ‘How is that?’

He said, “When [ was incriminated for my affiliation [with
futuvvat fellowships] and was taken before the Caliph, I saw a
water-carrier wearing a nice turban on his head, holding
slender and new pottery pitchers in hand. “Does he serve
water to the Sultan?” I asked. “No, he rather serves water to
the public”, they said. I took one of the pitchers and drank
water, and then I asked my companion to pay him a dinar,
but he did not accept. He said, ‘You are here as a prisoner and

it would be contrary to my javanmardi should I ask for a
fee.™®

Another point worthy of mention is that in the hagiography of Sufi
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personages, one comes across instances where sagqa (water-carrier) is
used to designate the former mashayikh.” Walid ibn ‘Abd Allah Saqqa
was a disciple of Dhu al-Nun Misri; ‘Ali ibn Shu‘ayb Sagqa and Abu
Bakr Saqqa are among the eminent personages revered by Sufis.*
Likewise, one notices such names as Darvish Abu Turab Saqqa in the
treatment of the Futuvvat-namib-yi Sultani of the mashayikh of the
Sfutuvvat lineage.”

Based on the finding of a number of studies, Sa‘di Shirazi, who was
an admirer of Shihab al-Din ‘Umar Suhravardi, was committed to the
service of water-carrying as a rite of initiation to be allowed entry into
the futuvvat fellowship. As documented by a number of historians — an
account that Futuvvatnamib-yi Sultani also corroborates — Sa‘di was
engaged for many years in the service of water-carrying, following his
acquaintance with Suhravardi despite his enjoying an affluent life,
which demonstrates that his water-carrying service was not to acquire a
livelihood and so was motivated solely by his attachment to futnvvar.*

Moreover, as ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani says in Tubfat al-lkhwan fi
Khas’is al-Fatyan, the ritual drinking of saltwater as an initiatory rite for
admission into a futuvvat fellowship.” According to legend, this rite
originated with ‘Ali and the Prophet. However, as opposed to the other
treatises, Tubfat al-Tkhwan speaks of a water-and-raisin drink instead of
the alternative saltwater drink: ‘Currently, the water-carriers, who
constitute a particular guild, make their [initiatory] drink from raisin-
water, of which the Prophet made a drink and sent for the Forty Men.”**

Historically, both commercial and non-commercial water-carriers
were found in the Muslim lands. Indeed, water-carrying was a vocation
for some and a means of subsistence, from which people could derive
their livelihood. Professional water-carriers in Egypt, for instance,
numbered in the thousands.” With regard to water-carrying solely as a
meritorious deed in order to gain proximity to God, the Prophet and
the Shi‘a Imams can be seen as being supportive. Numerous reports on
the importance of storing water for quenching the thirst of fellow
human beings and animals are believed to support the tradition of
water-carrying. These reports speak of the lofty status of water-carriers
and their rewards in the Hereafter.”® Undoubtedly, given the terrain of
much of the Islamic world, and especially the parched and barren land
of Arabia, water-carrying was seen as something important,

Water-carrying was especially important during times of war. It is
reported that Imam ‘Ali was responsible for delivering water to the
Muslim army in the battles of Badr and Hudaybiyyah and that in the
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night preceding the Battle of Badr, Imam ‘Ali braved the night and
obtained water while fear of the enemy kept the rest of the Muslims
reluctant to approach the wells of Badr.”” In Karbala, the responsibility
of obtaining water was entrusted to ‘Abbas ibn ‘Ali, whose loyalty and
magnanimity not only moves the mourners of Husayn but has also had
considerable influence on the water-carrying tradition of the futuvovat
devotees, as is evidenced by the Futuvvatrnamib-yi Suliani.

It was the latter form of water-carrying that in time acquired a ritual
function, and, starting from the Timurid period, took on a special form
as it was incorporated into Shi‘a rituals and particularly in the ritual
mourning for Imam Husayn. It is this tradition of water-carrying with
which the present article is concerned.

Water-Carrying and the Ritual Recitation of Eulogy
(Maddahi)

The earliest source on the connection between the water-carrying of the
JSutuvvat devotees with the ritual water-carrying performed during the
commemoration of the Tragedy of Karbala on ‘Ashura is Mulla Husayn
Wa‘iz Kashifi’s Futuvvat-namib-yi Sultani. The author states that as early
as the ninth and tenth centuries AH, the water-carrying tradition was
identified with the commemoration of ‘Ashura, hence its incorporation
of the tradition of reciting eulogies of the Prophet and his family (ah/
al-bayt) — and it is in this form, and in conjunction with these elements,
that it has carried on to the present time.

Elaborating on the professional performers (ma ‘rikab-giran), Kashifi
distinguishes three categories: ‘They are three groups: first, the
maddahan (eulogists), the gharakhanan,® and the saggayan (water-
carriers); second, the khavasskhanan® and the basatandazan;’® third, the
story and legend tellers.” He continues by further placing the eulogists
into four divisions: the poet-eulogists, the water-carriers, the eulogists
who borrow the poems of renowned poets, and finally those who
memorize some stray verses and, wandering from one house to the next,
make the eulogy of Muhammad’s descendents the excuse for their
begging and who are therefore not true eulogists.”

That Kashifi excludes the latter group, who take up the recitation of
eulogies of the ahl al-bayt as an occupation, from the fold of the true
eulogists 1s an indication that the water-carrying practitioners of
Sutuvvat proffered their service without asking for a fee. Thus, he adds
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that the eulogist ‘must not recite eulogy for [pecuniary]| gain or reward
but rather for the pleasure of God and the pursuit of the reward of the
Hereafter.”*

Speaking of the water-carriers Kashifi says,

Water-carriers are both eulogists and water-carriers, and they
are a respectable group, and their merit is indeed great. God —
blessed and exalted is He — says, ‘and their Lord will give
them to drink a pure drink.” And though the designation
saqqa (water-carrier) or saqqa’ (water-carrying) is unbefitting
God, yet the action of giving water is ascribed to Him.*

Kashifi relates a report from the Prophet concerning the divine
reward for serving water to Muslims and then continues to explain that
water-carrying is a blessed and beneficial occupation that yields
abundant reward. He then goes on to mention four prophets and two
saints as the originators of the water-carrying tradition, citing a short
account of the water-carrying of each of these figures. The four prophets
are Noah, who served water in the Ark; Abraham, who served water in
the deserts; Khidr, who, having drank from the water of life, quenches
the thirst of those lost in the wilderness, saving them from death; and
Muhammad, whose serving of water occasioned the conversion of a
number of people to Islam. As regards the saints, he names Imam ‘Alj,
who provided water to the soldiers of the army of Islam during the
Battle of Uhud and who will preside in the Hereafter over the Pool of
Kawthar as the water-bearer.’*

From the saints, His Eminence, the king of wilayah, ‘Ali ibn
Abi Talib, who provided water during the Battle of Uhud to
the thirsty and will tomorrow on the Day of Judgment
preside as the water-bearer of the Pool of Kawthar, serving
water on the Plane of Resurrection to the thirsty from among
his friends and supporters.”’

The words of Kashifi, indicating that Imam ‘Ali will serve only his
friends and supporters, suggest his Shi‘a tendency — a tendency implied
time and again on various occasions. But what is unprecedented in the
Sfutuvvat literature before Kashifi is the mention of the tragedy of
‘Ashura. This mention may be viewed as the turning point that has ever
since connected the devotees of futuvvat with the rituals of ‘Ashura.
Although this connection is taken up by the futuvvat literature and the
treatises of the galandari fellowships of the Safavid period, it doesn’t
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receive the same clear emphasis as it does in Kashifi.

The second saint whom Kashifi credits as a precursor of the water-
carrying tradition is ‘Abbas ibn ‘Ali. That the status of wilayah
(sainthood or divine authority) is attributed to ‘Abbas ibn ‘Ali is also
important and serves as another indication of the increasing
prominence that the tragedy of Karbala was gaining in the religious and
cultural milieu of the period, and it was precisely this prominence that
encouraged Kashifi to pen Rawdat al-Shubada’. On this point, he writes:

The second [of the saints] is ‘Abbas ibn ‘Ali who on the Day
of ‘Ashura carried the water skin on his shoulder to slake the
thirst of the women and children. Intent on going to the
River Euphrates, he requested leave from Imam Husayn. The
Prince said, ‘O ‘Abbas, you are my standard-bearer; I fear lest
your departure may cause our army to be dispersed.” ‘Abbas
said, ‘O Brother, I have no choice but to go, for I pity the
children, and their thirst sets my heart aflame. I shall go to
either obtain water or to give my head in so doing.

In deep water I shall plunge
Either to drown or to bring back some gem.

This task is dangerous but I will venture
To colour thereby red either my face or my neck.

And as ‘Abbas approached the bank of the river and filled the
water skin and sealed it, he sought to drink water, but
remembering the thirst of Imam Husayn and his children, he
drank water not. Throwing the water skin over his shoulder,
he mounted, and as is reported, those cursed demons besieged
him and severed his arms — and this account is indeed
lengthy.®*

Thereafter Kashifi mentions a point that suggests that at his time,
water-carrying was related to the rituals of ‘Ashura, and this is made
especially plain when we take into consideration that he stipulates the
recitation of eulogy as a requirement of water-carrying. He continues,

And whosoever carries and serves water today out of love for
the martyrs of Karbala, he is following and conforming to
‘Abbas 1bn ‘Ali, who 1s the leader of the water-carriers of the
nation of Islam, and whosoever doubts this, he cannot be
ranked for certain as a water-carrier.’’
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Further on, Kashifi identifies Salman Farsi and Sa‘di Shirazi as
‘elders’ in the tradition of water-carrying, which is important in view of
Salman’s admiration for ‘Ali and Sa‘di’s fame as a eulogist of the
Prophet and his family.

And some ascribe water-carrying in this nation, after the
Amir [‘Ali] and ‘Abbas, to Salman Farsi, who would carry a
water skin on his shoulder and take it to the house of Lady
Fatimah, and this is a valid report that Salman the Elder is in
this function the king of all men. And Shaykh Muslih al-Din
Sa‘di Shirazi would also do this, and these men are designated
as the ‘life-givers’?*

Kashifi then enumerates ten requirements for water-carrying, some
of which are indicative of its ritual aspect, such as that the water-carrier
must have permission from the head of a maylis (assembly, gathering) in
order to enter therein; that he should prefer going to public places and
assemblies such as a mosque, lodge (khanaqah), or langar*® or that, in
addition to retaining one’s ritual purity (tabarab) and bearing oneself
well in dealing with people, ‘he must not expect a fee for water-carrying
but should rather perform this work solely for God, the Exalted, so that
he should not be deprived of otherworldly reward.’*

Another point can be made on water and the tragedy of Karbala. In
Chapter 7 of Futuvvat-namib-yi Sultani, entitled ‘Precepts on Eating
Food and Drinking Water’, one of the stated precepts for drinking
water is to curse the murderer of Imam Husayn. This implies the strong
influence of the tragedy of ‘Ashura on the social and religious mores of
Iran in the tenth century AH. As Kashifi writes,

Imam Zayn al-‘Abidin is reported as having said that when
you drink water, you should curse the murderer of Imam
Husayn, and being enquired on that account, he [the Imam]
said, ‘My father obliged me in the Desert of Karbala to recall
his thirst and curse his murderer when drinking water.’#

The Tradition of Water-Carrying in the Futuvvat Literature
of the Safavid Period

In the treatise Futuvvat-namib-yi Saqqayan, which probably dates from
the early Safavid period (if not before), the strong link between water-
carrying and the tragedy of ‘Ashura is evident. In the following passage
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this 1s clear, although mention of Imam Hasan is probably a mistake.

Should they ask you of how water-carrying was initiated, then
you must reply that Imam Hasan and Imam Husayn — may
God be pleased with him — failed to obtain water in the
Desert of Karbala. Thus, His Great Eminence, Gabriel, filled a
water skin with water and took it to the family of
Muhammad Mustafa as they were thirsty.**

It should be mentioned that in another place the treatise introduces
Gabriel and ‘Ali as the first and last water-carriers: ‘Should they ask,
“Who was the first in the world to perform water-carrying?” You must
answer that the first was Gabriel, and the last was the king of all men,
Murtada ‘Ali, may God ennoble his countenance.’®

Furthermore, the treatise connects the origin of three elements of the
water-carrying tradition with the marriage of Fatimah and Imam ‘Al
and names Imam ‘Ali ibn Musa al-Rida as one of the ‘elders’ of the
water-carrying tradition.**

In one particular Qalandari treatise that dates from the reign of
Shah Sulayman Safavi, in which one clearly recognizes Shi‘a and
heretical (ghali) tendencies, there is abundant mention of the tragedy of
‘Ashura and copious praise for the martyrs of Karbala. Besides treating
a number of the Qalandari symbols and ritual accoutrements and
practices (such as, jaridih, tugh, and dhikr, which in time became
increasingly associated with the rituals of Muharram),? the treatise also
speaks of water-carrying and relates it to Imam Husayn. ‘Should they
ask, “From whom does water-carrying come?” You must reply, from
Imam Husayn, the water-bearer of the Pool of Kawthar.” 4 This
statement would place the Qalandari author at odds with Shi‘a doctrine
which reserves this privilege of dispensing water from the heavenly Pool
of Kawthar for Imam Ali.

In a treatise belonging to the Haydaris?’ of the Safavid period (dated
1111-1113 AH) entitled Risalih dar Bab-i Pust-i Takya va Kajkul there is an
extensive discussion on eulogy, water-carrying, and homily. In relation
to the occupation of water-carrying, the treatise cites the report, “The
most meritorious of charities is water giving, though it be between two
rivers’, and offers the following exposition:

On the Night of Ascension (mi‘raj), Gabriel placed a crown
on the blessed head of the Prophet, and the Prophet
bequeathed the crown on the Day of Ghadir to ‘Ali, who
bequeathed it to the hasanayn [Imams Hasan and Husayn],
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and from them it passed down to the Forty Men. The
tanurib® they receive from Salman Farsi, and the water skin
and the zirmashk® from the Prophet. And the water skin and
the zirmashk are determined by consensus.”® The employment
of the zirmashk in the present time is in keeping with the
tradition of the Prophet, as the cursed Abu Jahl once
deprived the Best of Ladies [Fatimah, the daughter of the
Prophet| of water. The Lady of the Hereafter [Fatimah] went
to the Prophet and said, ‘I shall now perish from thirst’. The
Prophet held his blessed finger out, and from it came such
water as quenched her thirst. It is on this account that it was
said that the drink is received from the Prophet.”

Another important and explicit source that has been discovered in
this connection describes the initiation required of water-carriers.

They should wander about the town from the eve of the
ninth of Muharram until two in the afternoon on the tenth
of Muharram while carrying a water skin filled with pebbles
weighing forty five mans [a measure of mass] and wearing
fetters around their feet, praising the prophets and saints and
the martyrs of Karbala in order to be admitted as water-
carriers. Only then would they be granted the garb of the
water-carrier — which consisted of such items as a /lung,’”
qanturih)? rishtih* bazu, and mubrih — at the hands of their
elder (pir).”

The importance of the water-carrying tradition among the Qalandars
of the Safavid period can also be seen in the coinage of a new term by
this fellowship: ‘kadu matbakh’ for an invention. The first appearance
of this term occurs in the Qalandarnamib-yi Arbab al-Tarig (1083 AH).
According to this source, kadu matbakh was a pumpkin that was
covered with leather, and four chains were then attached to it, which
was then used for carrying food and especially for water-carrying. This
invention resembled such previous instruments as kashkul and zanbil
and so Adham Khalkhali (eleventh century AH) wrote a book entitled
Kadu Matbakb-i Qalandari, similar to the well-known miscellanies that
were generically entitled kashkul’® This sui generis coinage highlights all
the more clearly the flourishing of the tradition of water-carrying
among the Qalandars.”

We should of course bear in mind that the kashkul, along with other
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items of the Qalandari accoutrements, were employed in the Safavid
period and later in connection with the rite of water-carrying and the
rituals of Muharram. The evidence to show the connection between the
kashkul of the Qalandars with the rituals of ‘Ashura appears in a
mocking (hajviyyih) verse by Aqa Muhammad ‘Ali Bihbahani (otherwise
known as Al-i Aqa). In this invective poem, which elaborates the code of
conduct observed by the Qalandars and their peculiar terms and
accoutrements (such as kubnibh dalg,’® kamarband,® pust, takhtih pust,éo
and kashkul), the poet mentions the kashkul in connection with the
name of ‘Abbas ibn ‘Ali, the standard-bearer and water-carrier of
Karbala. This clearly indicates that the Qalandars had infused these
articles with the spirit of ‘Ashura. One line of this poem, which is in
address to the Qalandar comrades, reads,

Your kashkul in hand like ‘Abbas,

A hundred [men] like Ash‘ath would there be as your sack-carrier.”

Bihbahni was a particularly vehement opponent of the Sufis and his
reference to Ash‘ath ibn Qays, a disloyal opponent of Imam Ali (A), is
used to undermine them. In Bihbahani’s view the water-carriers were
not better than Ash‘ath even though they seemed pious on the outside.

References to the kashkul can also be found in the Qajar period. On
the kashkul of a dervish the following words were engraved in adulation
of ‘Abbas ibn ‘Ali: “Abbas who is renowned in every city and country.”®

What all these resources indicate is that the tradition of water-
carrying as one of the rites observed by the futuvvar and Qalandari
fellowships was in this period associated with the Imams of the Shi‘a
school, the commemoration of ‘Ashura, and in more general terms with
Shi‘a doctrine. And though this tradition underwent certain changes in
various periods, nevertheless the ritual basis of this tradition has
remained intact. That is to say, though the water-carrying tradition in
later periods and especially in the contemporary period has been
appropriated by the public who perform it in groups as a mourning
tradition in commemoration of the tragedy of Karbala and who have
no clue as to its Sufi origins, the Sufi vestiges leave no doubt that the
contemporary water-carrying tradition is the extension and
continuation of that same tradition that was observed by consecutive
lines of initiation of the futuvvat and the Qalandari Sufis.
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Observations of Travellers and Scholars in the Safavid and
Qajar Periods

In addition to the futuvvat treatises and the Qalandari literature, we can
gather historical information concerning the tradition of water-carrying
in the Safavid and Qajar periods from the travelogues of Western
travellers and, occasionally, from the observations of Iranian scholars.
In Tavernier’s travelogue we come across a description of the Sufi
lodges in Isfahan which details the accoutrements and garb of the
members and relates speeches by two dervishes, one young and the
other old. The account continues by stating that the dervishes would
place in front of their houses a large bowl of water along with several
cups, cooling the water with ice when the weather was hot; passers-by
would drink from this water without having to pay.®

In the travelogue by Ivan Gress, one reads the following as regards
the water-carriers of the later Safavid period:

The water-carriers carry a large water skin with a bent back
through the streets. As they walk to and from one end of
town to the other, they make their presence known to the
thirsty and needy by striking two discs of copper together and
ringing bells. The thirsty would then approach them and ask
for water. The water-carrier would pour some water into a
small bowl and hand it to the requester. They would of
course not charge any fee from the common folk; the nobles
and courtiers of town would, however, provide for them by
their pensions.*

Awliya Chalabi’s travelogue records the commemoration of ‘Ashura
in Qazvin and explains that even the nobles participated in the
traditional commemoration of this day out of respect for Imam
Husayn. He writes, ‘In this period, people are served water in crystal
cups, and some of the nobility and eminent personages hang flasks
around their necks and serve water in order to please Imam Husayn.’”

In his Varzish-i Bastani, Partaw Baydayi names the location referred
to by Tavernier as a saqqa-khanih (water house) and the dervishes in
question as the Sufis of the Khaksari lineage, whose traditional ritual
performance and water-carrying survived until the early Pahlavi period.
Recounting the story of Darvish Kabuli (whom the Khaksariyyah view
as their initiatory progenitor) in meeting with Imam Husayn in
Karbala, Baydayi stresses the influence of this story on the Khaksari
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traditions and points out the role of the Khaksari water-carriers and
performers in the mourning ceremonies of Muharram.

The picture that Baydayi offers based on his observations resembles
to a great extent the reports of the Safavid period. He writes,

Till just a few years ago, one of the groups that participated
in the mourning processions of ‘Ashura was the water-
carriers’ group, each member of which held a kashkul. Some
members, however, wore a leather apron and carried a water
skin over their shoulders and a mug in hand, serving water to
people while positioned at the head of the group.

The accoutrements that the heads of this group, especially the
performers, employed were generally symbols of poverty
(faqr), such as lung, rishtih (or kushti/kusti), and we see the
same belts embellished with pieces of brass and other metals
that Tavernier had observed and written about four hundred
years ago, and these are still worn by the water-carriers and are
called shir-qullab.

In certain provinces, these groups carry a portable saqqa-
khanibh along with them that is positioned ahead of the
group, and to it a number of bells are attached, which are
occasionally rung. Each group of water-carriers had a few
performers, who were called sukbanvar. These performers
would stop at fixed intervals, or in front of the shops
consecrated to the Seventeen Lineages of Poverty (hifdah
silsilib-yi faqr), or when passing by the banners and spears of
other groups so as to ‘respond’ to the banners and spears,
which was done by reciting poems designated as sukhan. This
act of responding (sukbanvari) was generally commenced by
the head of the group, who was referred to as the #stad.*

After elaborating on the function of the sukbanvars in the ceremonies
of the month of Muharram and the practice of rawdib-khani, which
would take place in the lodges (takiyyib) that were constructed by the
residents of a community, Baydayi explicates that the erection of the
sardam by the sukbanvars was on account of their participation in the
rituals of mourning and especially their water-carrying procession; he
writes,

From what has been written thus far and from the
combination of the indications mentioned, we come to the
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conclusion that ever since the proliferation and expansion of
the mourning for the Master of Martyrs and especially during
the Safavid period, in which this development reached its
highest point of perfection, so much so that every Shi‘a
community organized a number of mourning groups (dastih),
the Khaksariyyah lineage of dervishes, who by virtue of their
descent from Darvish Kabuli considered themselves more
intimately involved in this affair [the commemoration of
Imam Husayn’s martyrdom], founded the groups of water-
carriers and, for the sake of their singing and recitation,
designated the sagqa-kbhanibs as their gathering places, whereat
they decorated them with symbols of poverty and a variety of
accoutrements identified with the impoverished.” And since
they were engaged in singing, they chose, in order to
accommodate their singing and recitation, these same sagqa-
khanibs, which naturally served also as their smoking lodges —
and hence the appellation sardam — and which they venerated
as sacred and blessed.”®

Baydayi’s view that the Khaksaris established a water-carrying group
through Darvish Kabuli is incorrect because Darvish Kabuli was not a
real person but a fictitious character. Also, the water-carrying ritual was
performed during the Timurid, that is, before the Khaksaris were even
founded. Despite these inaccuracies in Baydayi’s account, his
observations concerning the participation of the water-carrying
dervishes in the mourning ceremonies of Muharram in the late-Qajar
and early-Pahlavi periods, and the resemblance in their practice with the
water-carriers of the Safavid period are nevertheless significant.”

One finds various reports by tourists and travellers that observed
that water-carrying in the mourning ceremonies of Muharram during
the Qajar period was accompanied by the recitation of lamentful songs.
Benjamin, for instance, writes the following account of his observations
of the Takiyyih-1 Dawlat:

The most salient figure to attract the attention was a
handsome old man who carried an earthen pitcher in one
hand and a cup in the other, serving water to the spectators
[of a passion play (fa%iyyib)] who had gathered in the
Takiyyih-1 Dawlat. It was reputed that the man has been
doing this for the past forty to fifty years in fulfilment of a
vow he made to quench the thirst of people during the
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month of Muharram in remembrance of the parched martyrs
of Karbala. He fulfils this vow every year in various lodges,
including Takiyyih-i Dawlat.”®

There were also children who served water as a votive fulfilment on
behalf of their parents. Eubin writes:

On all four corners of the lodge (takiyyih) there are pools full
of water, and young boys clad in Arabic dress fill their vessels
from the water of the pools and serve water to the people
present in the lodge in remembrance of ‘Abbas, as a votive
fulfilment on behalf of their fathers and mothers.”

There are also reports of water-carrying accompanied by the
recitation of dirges and eulogies. One source thus describes water-
carrying in the ceremonies of Muharram:

In one part of the scene were the water-carriers who were a
symbol of the Imam’s thirst prior to his death. They carry
water skins made from bull leather and filled full on their
backs, seemingly indifferent to their weight. Furthermore,
each water-carrier is surrounded by five young adult men who
circumambulate three consecutive times round an area ten
feet in diameter in a harmonious order and rhythm.”

Furthermore, Henry-Rene D’Allemagne writes,

The water-carriers of town, with their intricately coloured and
very interesting water skins, were first to appear on the scene.
As they passed by, the spectators, remembering the parched
lips of Husayn and suppressing their grief in their throats,
incessantly cried, “Thirsty, O Husayn; oppressed, O Husayn.”

Describing a water-carrier from Simnan’s not-too-distant past, Panahi-
Simnani reports,

A man with a red scarf over his shoulders and a water skin on
top of that, wearing a hat and holding a cup, walked with the
mourning procession while singing a sorrowful verse: ‘The
water-carrier of the King of the Parched. Would that my head
be covered with soil’.7*
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The Sufi Rite of Initiation into Fellowships of Water-Carriers
in Contemporary Kashan

As mentioned above, the water-carrying ritual is even today practiced in
many Iranian cities. But in two cities in particular, Kashan and
Hamadan, there are clear indications of the Sufi heritage in the water-
carrylng practice.

The tradition in Hamadan is that the fellowships of water-carriers
put on a number of accoutrements, most of which are relics of the
‘Ayyari and futuvvat fellowships. These accoutrements include the Jung;
the kashkul along with the chain and the clasp (gu/lab); the distinctive
water-carrying belt, with the emblem of a lion attached to the middle
and a clasp on each end; #at, a metal cup; black garb along with a long
black shawl; lachak, a black headscarf; and finally, the %gal, a black or
white circular cord as worn by Arabs over the lachak to secure it in
place.”

Yet another ritual that fellowships of water-carriers observe — and
that clearly suggests Sufi origin — is the rite of initiation. This rite is
still extant in present-day Kashan — a unique and fascinating reminder
of the old ways. Any form of initiation as part of admission into a
group is suggestive of occult and mystic fellowship. This is especially so
when, as in Kashan, it is at the hands of and elder (pir) or guide
(murshid). This elder is designated in the water-carrying fellowships as a
father (baba), an explicit vestige of the Qalandari tradition. The elder
dresses the initiate in the water-carrying garb and recites certain
formulae and incantations. Most interesting is the conferral of the
distinctive water-carrying accoutrements (vaslih), which may include up
to six pieces: hat, the lion emblem and the clasps, kashkul, goblet, tunic,
rishiih or shadd (cord); these water-carrying accoutrements have been
passed down from the Timurid and Safavid periods.” The initiate
pledges an enduring commitment to the water-carrying fellowship and
rite by which he is bound for the remainder of his life.

Another factor that illustrates the connection between water-carrying
and Sufi traditions is the content of the tarji“-band poem that the baba
recites on bestowing the water-carrying garb on the initiate, lines of
which are repeated by those present at the ceremony. This is probably
one of the few popular traditions in which the spirit of occult
fellowship is preserved, reflecting the mystic traditions of old. The
initiation is recounted by Mu‘tamidi.”

According to Mu‘tamidi when the parents would decide to formally
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pledge their children to the service of Imam Husayn as water-carriers
they would prepare for a grand ceremony in their home. Invited were
water-carriers of the fellowship and their baba. The water-carriers would
start by reciting eulogies in praise of the Imams, especially Imam Ali
and Imam Husayn, and then they would recite elegies and dirges in the
style of the water-carriers. The baba of the fellowship would then
announce the occasion of the ceremony and summon the child,
introducing him to the assembly. A tray, which contained the child’s
water-carrying garb along with a bowl of rosewater and some sweets, was
then placed before the baba of the fellowship. The baba would recite the
tarji*-band poem for the admittance of new water-carriers and for their
donning of the water-carrying garb. The poem consisted of several
stanzas, and on completion of each stanza, the participants would
chime in singing the last line of the poem while a piece of the water-
carrying garb was fitted on the child.

The phrases of the poem were similar to the phrases uttered in Sufi
gatherings of remembrance (dhikr) and whirling (sama‘). Each stanza of
this poem contained such incantations as ya wabbab (O Bestower), ya
mashkur (O Appreciative), ya subban (O Glorified), ya sattar (O
Concealer), and ya habl al-matin (O Firm Rope). In this relation, one
may point to such locutions as majma “i sabibdelan wa ‘arifan (gathering
of the enlightened and the mystics), idhn-i murshidan (permission of the
guides), piri tarigib (elder of the order), taslim-i faqr (surrendered to
poverty), takrim-i faqr (glorifying poverty), iqlim-i fagr (domain of
poverty), and most importantly taTim-i faqr (teaching poverty). An
example of an initiation poem is as follows:

My vow [I pledge] in this assembly, O possessors of heart and gnostics;
I place the crown of flowers on my head by the leave of the murshids.

I shed tears of grief in remembrance of the head of the King of the Parched,
As from the injustice of the heavens was his head atop the spears of Kufis.
I shall say, invoking inna fatabna, the secret of secrets of Husayn,

May my soul a thousand times be sacrificed for you, O Husayn.

Of no little grief is your pain and mourning, O Husayn.

My shir va qullab, which is from the lion-slaying warriors,
Is less valuable than the elders of the path of knowledge.
On my belt, which is worth wearing,
Is the dbikr of ya wahhab, which is the best banner.
I shall say now with a sorrowful and grieving melody, O Husayn,
May my soul a thousand times be sacrificed for you, O Husayn?
Of no little grief is your pain and mourning, O Husayn.
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As long as my heart is aflame from the love of Husayn;
There comes perpetually from my eyes pure blood.
I utter the dhikr of ya mashkur in the presence of the old and the young,
Placing the kashkul over my shoulder in lieu of the water skin.
As I receive my position from ‘Abbas, the water-carrier of Husayn,
May my soul a thousand times be sacrificed for you, O Husayn.
Of no little grief is your pain and mourning, O Husayn.

On this Path the lung displays the intensity of my submission to poverty;
In place of the nat", I shall don a hundred-fold the honour of poverty.

I shed tears of grief from the torment of the Master of the Realm of Poverty;
The dhikr of ya sattar 1 shall say this moment as [[ am] trained in poverty.
That I may give the accounts of the griefs of Husayn, [I shall cry,]

May my soul a thousand times be sacrificed for you, O Husayn.

Of no little grief is your pain and mourning, O Husayn.”®

The water-carrying garb and accoutrements comprised six things.
Firstly there was a hat made of valuable #rmib fabric, which Mu‘tamidi
says was seen as the crown of honour for mourning and serving Imam
Husayn. Secondly, there was the shir va qullab — a wide leather belt, one
end of which had a lion (shir) shaped clasp and the other had a hook
called a ‘qullab’. Thirdly, the kashkul — an item which was placed on the
novice’s shoulder as his water skin. Fourthly, a cup, which was given to
the initiate to hold in his hand. Fifthly, the /ung, which was actually a
replacement for the nat™ the leather apron formerly worn by water-
carriers on their backs over which the water skin was placed. Lastly, a
red cord was given to the initiate to tie around his waist as a symbol of
grief for Imam Husayn.

Once the initiate was clad and the poem reached its end, says
Mu‘tamidi, the ceremony would be concluded by the recitation of a
supplication and of Surah al-Fatihah. Rosewater, sweets, food were
served to the participants and the baba who had admitted the child and
managed the ceremony would be granted a gift. After the ceremony the
child was formally and permanently recognised as a water-carrier and
any of his children would also come to be considered as water-carriers
and would come to participate in the mourning ceremonies of the
water-carriers despite not being initiated. Whenever and wherever the
mourning ceremonies of the water-carriers took place the initiate was
bound to attend and to perform his duty upon being summoned. To
violate this commitment without justification was considered a breach
of loyalty and an affront to the sacred person of Imam Husayn.
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Conclusion

The water-carrying tradition is among the most significant and elegant
mourning rituals of Muharram in Iran. This paper has attempted to
show that the ritual originates in futuvvat fellowships. Starting from the
Timurid period, it gradually took on a ritual and popular dimension,
which reached its climax during the Safavid and Qajar periods. Today
the tradition is independent of professional guilds and futuvvat
fellowships. However, water-carrying has managed to retain its original
features and exhibits the strong influence that Sufi and futuvovat
fellowships have had on the mourning rituals of Muharram.
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