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A study of herbal rituals among the Lak people

Yosofali Beiranvand”
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Abstract

Plant rituals are ceremonies in which plants play a central and symbolic role. Since ancient
times, certain plants and trees have at times been praised and at other times condemned.
In the beginning, people honored agricultural gods and similar deities by venerating plants
and trees and holding ceremonies for them. The Lak people are among those ethnic groups
that have preserved plant rituals up to the present. Building on a descriptive—analytical
approach and based on library research and interviews, this paper aims to examine and
analyze the plant rituals of the Lak people. Findings reveal that Lak beliefs about trees
and plants largely stem from the early human perception that they are living beings aware
of their surroundings. From their point of view, certain trees and plants may help fulfill
people’s wishes. For this reason, they perform such rituals as frightening fruitless trees,
naming trees and plants, showing respect to trees, burning mastic gum, keeping grapevines,
hanging derak and artichokes, preparing Nowruz green sprouts, cooking the so-called tooth
soup for a child’s first tooth, tattooing with floral and plant motifs, among other things.
Keywords: Plant Rituals, Lak People, Myth, Trees, Folk Culture, Material Culture.

Introduction

The Lak people inhabit the lush regions of the Zagros Mountains, in the provinces of
Lorestan, Kermanshah, Hamedan, Ilam, and elsewhere. They perform special rituals
concerning plants and trees. This study examines these plant-related rituals among the Lak.
Method

This study was carried out using a descriptive—analytical approach. Data were collected
through both library research and fieldwork.
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Analysis and Discussion

Ritual of Frightening a Fruitless Tree

When a tree could not bear fruit despite special care, the Lak scare it. Two people approach
the tree; one holding an axe or saw. The one with the axe announces loudly, I will cut down
this fruitless tree forever. The other person intervenes, saying that ‘if it does not bear fruit
next year, then cut it down’.

Rituals of Respect for Trees

These include refraining from cutting down fruit-bearing trees and tying pieces of cloth to
certain sacred trees.

Naming after Trees and Plants

While naming women after flowers such as Nasrin (wild rose), Nastaran (sweetbriar),
and Narges (narcissus) is common among all Iranian peoples, among the Lak, it is also
customary for men to be named after certain trees and plants.

Giving Birth at the Foot of a Tree

Traditionally, many Lak women gave birth beneath trees, believing this would ensure an
easier delivery and that the child would grow strong like the tree.

Rituals to Ward Off the Evil Eye and Calamity

Burning Mastic Gum

Burning mastic gum is practiced to protect a sick person from illness and infection, and
sometimes against the evil eye.

Keeping Grapevine Wood

Grapevine wood is considered auspicious and protective. It is sometimes carved into
decorative shapes and hung around the neck, or attached to animals such as cows, sheep,
and horses. Small pieces may also be hung inside cars.

Hanging Thorny Plants

In Laki, derek refers to thorny bushes growing in the wild. These, along with artichokes are
hung on house walls to ward off the evil eye. Due to their thorns, thistles and artichokes can
be evocative of piercing the flesh of enemies and the envious.

Sitting or Passing Under Certain Trees

Kikam is a type of maple tree (Dehkhoda, 1962) that has smaller leaves. The Lak people
believe that sitting under a Kikam tree is bad luck. They attribute this to the fact that the
tree is not fruitful, and they believe that if they sit under it, they will become infertile. This
itself is a result of suggestion and association. At sunset, the Lak try to avoid passing under
the tree, or if they must, they do so while saying the name of God. At this time of day, their
sensitivity is doubled if there is water flowing at the base of the tree. In their imagination,
jinns and fairies are present at the foot of the tree at sunset and can make a person ill.
Mourning Rituals

The Lak people do not use grapes for serving at their mourning ceremonies. They hold the
belief that the grape is not a fruit from heaven

Rituals of the Walking Stick

It is believed that carrying a stick made from pomegranate wood will prevent a person from
reaching their goal. Shepherds and herders prefer sticks made from arjan (wild almond),
which are considered auspicious.
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Wheat-related Rituals

Among the Lak people, someone who cultivates grains like wheat and barley is held in
special esteem by the community. The reason for this is that these two are the main food
sources for both the people and their livestock. Also, when they are taking a bride to the
groom’s house, she is accompanied by a pot of halva made from wheat flour. It seems that
halva symbolizes the transition from one stage of life to another. Furthermore, the Nowruz
green sprouts, thrown into the water on the thirteenth of Farvardin, are also usually made
from wheat. Among the Lak nomads who live in black tents, the custom at Nowruz is to
dig up green shoots from the earth with a shovel, soil and all, and throw them on top of
their black tents.

Beauty Rituals

Lak women and girls hang necklaces made from the seeds of the Mahaleb cherry (Prunus
mahaleb), along with clove seeds for their fragrance and beauty.

Divination

When a woman cannot have children, she builds a small cradle out of cloth, wood, and
other materials and places it under an oak tree. By doing this, she is seeking a sign; if
something like a leaf, a stone, or another object falls into the cradle, she believes it means
God will grant her a child.

Conclusion

This research has examined the plant rituals in the culture of the Lak people. The findings
indicate that frightening fruitless trees and refraining from cutting down trees are universal
rituals. Among the specific rituals of these people is burning mastic gum to ward off the evil
eye. The prohibition of using wood from the grapevine and the ritual of hanging derak and
artichokes as a symbol of harming an enemy are other unique customs of this ethnic group.
The avoidance of grapes in mourning ceremonies is due to their association with wine.
The prohibition against holding wood from the pomegranate tree, owing to its sanctity as
a symbol of fertility, is another finding of this research. Rituals such as making the bride’s
halva from wheat and the specific method of the Lak nomads in dealing with Nowruz green
sprouts demonstrate this group’s special regard for wheat. Tattooing with floral and plant
motifs, such as the tree of life on women’s faces, and the ritual of divination from trees
through methods like tying a cradle beneath them, are other examples of their plant rituals.
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