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Purpose: Rain- seeking rituals in popular belief are associated with
the continuity of social life, and since they possess a sacred aspect
and are a yearning for life, they must be performed correctly to
assist the Angels of Rain and attract their attention. In the book
“Athar al-Bilad wa Akhbar al-‘Ibad” authored by Zakariya ibn
Muhammad Qazwini (605-682 AH), various instances of these
rituals are mentioned, which are recorded not only in Iran and
among Muslims but also in different cultures and nations. These
rituals include: Rain- seeking from rain-bringing stones, praying for
rain, seeking help from sacred individuals or places, performing
ritual dances and music to request rain, and sacrificing (a horse) for
rain- seeking.

Method and Research: This research relies on "Athar al-Bilad wa
Akhbar al-‘Ibad" and employs a descriptive and content analysis
method to identify the aforementioned Rain- seeking rituals in older
sources, demonstrate similar examples throughout history up to the
present day, and discuss some mythological or symbolic aspects
within them by examining their cultural background.

Findings and Conclusions: “Athar al-Bilad wa Akhbar al-‘Ib” " is
noteworthy in terms of mentioning rituals related to popular culture
(such as rain - seeking rituals). These rain - seeking rituals, which
often exhibit geographical dispersion (among various cultures and
nations), have a long history and continue to this day. They can be
considered as foundational elements with mythological/symbolic
aspects rooted in the animistic perception of nature. The original
practitioners believed that by symbolically imitating natural
phenomena and offering needs and gifts, one could request
blessings and rain; sometimes, during times of intensity, they would
feign sacrilege to win over the rain angels.

Cite this article: pourabrisham, Ehsan (2025). The study and examination of rain-seeking rituals in the book Athar al-Bilad
wa Akhbar al-‘Tbad. Journal of Iranian Studies, 24 (48), 53-73. http//doi.org/10.22103/jis.2025.24182.2661

© The Author(s).

Publisher: Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman.
DOI: http//doi.org/10.22103/jis.2025.24182.2661



mailto:E.pourabrisham@Scu.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5544-4309

Journal of Iranian Studies, Volume 24, Issue 48, 2025 54
EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The book “Athar al-Bilad wa Akhbar al-‘Ibad” (composed in 674 AH) by Zakariya ibn
Muhammad Qazwini (605-682 AH) is among the ancient geographical sources that contain
valuable information about common beliefs and rituals from various cultures, providing
evidence of the social aspects of these communities. Among these rituals, one can mention
rain-seeking rituals, which gain importance due to the dependence of social life on rainfall,
emphasizing their precise, organized, and widespread performance. In fact, such rituals
express how humans connect with the sacred and how they seek order from a realm of power
during worldly disorder by articulating their desires.

Given the presence of rain-seeking rituals similar to those documented in Athar al-Bilad wa
Akhbar al-‘Ibad across diverse cultures, it appears that they are universal themes with similar
functions that have persisted over time based on shared beliefs in social history. These rituals
are examined under four categories: belief in rain-producing stones; adherence to sacred
entities including prayers for rain, seeking intercession from deceased saints, and utilizing
spiritual forces at sacred sites; ritual dances and music for invoking rain; sacrificing animals
(such as horses) for rain- seeking purposes.

Methodology

The present study employs a descriptive and content analysis approach to examine Athar al-
Bilad wa Akhbar al-‘Ibad (as the primary source) and other ancient written texts (as
secondary and complementary sources). Subsequently, it delves into contemporary field
research in Iranian geography as well as similar rituals worldwide. The entries from Athar al-
Bilad are referenced, with some symbolic/mythological aspects being discussed through
multiple examples from diverse cultures and nations.

Discussion

In ancient times, people believed in specific stones that could induce rainfall when disturbed,
lifted, or manipulated. These stones have been documented among various tribes and regions
worldwide. Qazwini mentions such stones on the island of “Talitali” in spain and Ardabil, as
well as the land between Kerman and Jarih, where moving these stones was believed to
produce rain and snow (Qazwini, 1994: pp. 626, 349, 303). Beyond their fertility symbolism
linked to Mother Earth, these stones regarded as channels that transmit spiritual or
supernatural energies and were considered pregnant with life-giving power. Eliade attributes
the origin of these stones to a cosmic alignment symbolized by their shape (Eliade, 1993:
pp223-224). Often, rain seeking rituals involved sacred places or intermediaries like revered
individuals or objects. This belief in spiritual proximity to higher realms facilitated rain-
seeking rituals around such sites due to their perceived influence on rainfall. Qazwini
references a Moroccan sheikh's prayer for rain; the supplication of Berber tribes before a
stone idol named "Karza" in South Africa; Christian prayers near Aristotle's tomb in Palermo;
and Abu Ayyub al-Ansari's tomb in City of Constantine (Istanbul) (Qazwin, 1994: pp 337,
214, 688). Sacred sites served as conduits for divine communication due to their association
with sanctity and power. in cases of desperation after droughts persisted despite initial prayers
being unanswered by deities responsible for weather phenomena like wind/rainfall—
sometimes acts violating sacred norms would occur intentionally so that divine guardians
might be moved by compassion towards mercy again—thus prompting them back into action
through contrition rather than continued neglect. For instance:In Armenia there was an ancient
fire temple which locals would desecrate during droughts only the rain then arrives and
washes away that pollution.There existed caves within Tabaristan whose defilement led
directly followed heavy downpours purifying those spaces anew (Qazwini ,1994: pp 573
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,420). Ritual dances seeking rain share roots animism of nature similar other nature-inspired
dances from antiquity often based upon principles resembling sympathetic magic—where
symbolic imitation triggers natural occurrences they represent; performers attempt mimicry
hoping nature responds accordingly acknowledging human needs through elemental
interaction. Beliefs about feminine water deities like Anahit (in Ancient Iran) influenced these
practices significantly since rivers/springs were seen feminine entities embodying life force
within ecosystems reliant upon water cycles maintained via divine intervention according
Qazwini’s account regarding Ilabastan spring revived during drought via music/dance
performed locally (Qazwini ,1994 :363). Rain-seeking sacrifice rituals also persist historically
grounded mythologically continuing today: In China during droughts horses were submerged
into ponds preventing escape until rains came then taken out sacrificed atop mountains
allowing birds consume remains (Qazwini ,1994 :98 -99). A practice similar to keeping a
horse in water and rain was also applied to humans, reminiscent of supplication to the water
goddess, evoking pity, and ultimately sacrificing for her (Basgdz, 1979: 125). In Iranian
mythology, the horse is associated with Anahita (the goddess of waters) and Tishtar (the angel
of rain) because the horse is considered a metamorphosis or twin of the rain gods (Doustkhah,
2006: 1/297-312; 1/334-337; Chevalier & Gheerbrant, 2005: 1/152).

Conclusion

Rain seeking rituals possess antiquity, diverse execution, and extensive geographical spread.
Given the connection between rain and collective life, as well as its descent from the heavens
(the upper world), these rituals have always been imbued with a form of sanctity. The
performers believed that by symbolically imitating natural phenomena and offering sacrifices
to them, they could invoke blessings and rain; sometimes, during intense situations, they
would pretend to violate taboos to appease the guardians of rain. These rituals are linked on
one hand with ancient Iranians' animistic beliefs about nature, including their perceptions of a
stony sky, clouds, thunderstorms, as well as beliefs related to Anahita (the goddess of waters)
and Tishtar (the angel of rain). On the other hand, they connect symbolically with similar
rituals among various cultures. From this perspective, this study aims not only to document
these rituals in sources like “Athar al-Bilad wa Akhbar al-'Ibad” but also to identify similar
practices both within contemporary Iran and across other cultures worldwide. It concludes
that these rituals often continue today and constitute fundamental elements within global
culture.
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