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Pearls and Their Associated Beliefs and Rituals in Persian Wonder
Books and Mineralogical Texts
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Abstract

Among the precious stones influential in Iranian culture, civilization, and Persian litera-
ture, the pearl holds a special place. Evidence of its presence in the culture of the Iranian
people can be traced to the most ancient periods, making it worthy of study from social,
cultural, and literary perspectives. The main purpose of this research, conducted using a
descriptive—analytical method and based on Persian mineralogical texts and wonder books,
is to examine the status of the pearl, along with the beliefs and rituals associated with it,
in Iranian culture. This study helps clarify certain ambiguities in Persian literary texts and
shed light on aspects of ancient Iranian culture and civilization. The findings reveal that
beliefs and practices related to the origin and manner of pearl formation; diving for and
harvesting pearls; extracting pearls from oysters; processing, grading, and separating them;
the various types and classifications of pearls; their role in the economic system of society;
drilling, stringing, and refining pearls; their medicinal properties and use in ornamentation;
the creation of artificial pearls; their influence on popular culture and dream interpretation;
their role in the Persian language through the formation of words, expressions, and terms;
and their reflection in poetic themes and imagery—are among the most significant areas in
which pearls appear in Persian literary works.

Keywords: Iranian Culture, Pearl, Mineralogical Texts, Wonder Books, Beliefs and Ritu-
als.

Introduction
For centuries, the coasts of Iran have been renowned for pearl diving, a tradition that has left
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a profound imprint on the nation’s culture and civilization. Mineralogical texts and literary
works preserve a wealth of evidence documenting the role of pearls in Iranian life, along
with the rituals and beliefs attached to them. The shores of the Persian Gulf and the Sea of
Oman, particularly Kish Island, Kharg, and Siraf, were among the most important historical
centers of pearl diving in Iran. Overt and subtle references in ancient sources, including
The Epic of Gilgamesh and works by figures such as Theophrastus, attest that Iranians and
their neighbors were familiar with pearls from antiquity. Post-Islamic sources provide even
more abundant information on the subject. Drawing on these works, this study will analyze
the multifaceted significance of pearls within Iranian culture and civilization.

Method

This study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach, drawing upon aja’ib-namehs (wonder
books), encyclopedias, and historical Persian mineralogical texts. Its purpose is to explore
the significance of pearls in Iranian culture and civilization and to explain the associated
rituals and beliefs. The research aims to illuminate aspects of Iranian cultural heritage,
including customs, traditions, and ceremonies linked to pearls and their role in daily life.
Furthermore, the study briefly examines well-known literary works to address the status
of pearls in the Persian language and their contribution to themes and imagery in Persian
poetry.

Discussion and Analysis

The common belief among Muslims about how pearls are formed can be traced back to the
ideas of Aristotle. According to this view, an oyster swallows a drop of spring rain (specifi-
cally from the Persian month of Ordibehesht), which then transforms into a pearl. Pearl div-
ing, a significant and perilous undertaking, primarily took place during the summer along
the coasts of the Persian Gulf and the Sea of Oman. The economic value of pearls created a
complex financial system in which the government, merchants, and divers all held a stake.
Crucial post-harvest stages, such as sorting and stringing the pearls, were accompanied by
specific rituals. Various methods were also employed to refine and enhance their quality.
Believed to possess numerous healing properties, pearls were also highly valued in med-
icine. A curious ancient practice involved creating artificial pearls: a bird was fed certain
materials, forced to run, and then slaughtered to retrieve the resulting object from its crop.
Pearls also held a prominent place in popular culture and dream interpretation. Ultimately,
their prevalence in daily life deeply enriched the Persian language, contributing a wealth of
specialized vocabulary, expressions, and imagery to its poetry.

Conclusion

In pearl diving, divers used a special lead-weighted rope to measure the depth of the water.
They faced dangers such as crocodile and shark attacks and relied on a wooden tool tied
with rope and weighted with a stone to descend. To stay underwater longer, they employed
a leather breathing tube. Economically, the government granted pearl-diving rights to mer-
chants in exchange for a fee or a share of the pearls. Merchants, in turn, paid wages to the
divers. The value of pearls varied over time depending on their color, quality, shape, luster,
and freshness. Various tools, such as a pearl-stringing board, were used for sorting and
stringing pearls. Materials like paste, rice flour, bone marrow, and vinegar were applied to
polish and enhance their quality.
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Pearls also had medicinal uses: they were believed to treat eye diseases, oral and dental
conditions, skin disorders, and epilepsy. The creation of artificial pearls was another curi-
ous practice, involving specific substances and procedures. Beyond practical uses, pearls
held symbolic significance in folk culture and dream interpretation. Their influence on Per-
sian poetry and prose—as well as on vocabulary, expressions, and literary themes—reflects
their deep importance in daily life. This paper offered a deeper understanding of the unique
place pearls occupied in Iranian culture and civilization, the beliefs and rituals associated
with them, and their lasting role in the Persian language and literature.
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