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PREFACE

The primitive features of Palestine are disappearing so quickly
that before long most of them will be forgotten. Thus it has become the
duty of every student of Palestine and the Near East, of Archaeology
and of the Bible, to lose no time in collecting as fully and accurately
as possible all available material concerning the folklore; customs
and superstitions current in the Holy Land. Such material is, as we
have begun to learn, of the greatest importance for the study of
ancient oriental civilization and for the study of primitive religion.
I, as a son of the country, have felt it my special duty to help
in this scientific work; but, since I do not claim to be a trained
archaeological student, I am not attempting to do more than place
on record the bare material which I have collected, leaving the task
of comparison with other data to the professional archaeological and
biblical student.

This change in local conditions is due to the great influences
which the West is exerting upon the East, owing to the introduction
of European methods of education, the migratisn of Europeans t~

Palestine, of Palestinians to Europe and especially to America, ~,
above. all, to the influence of the Mandatory Power. The simple,
crude, but uncontaminated patriarchal Palestinian atmosphere is
fading away and European civilization, more sophisticated but more
unnatural, is taking its place.

Our subject of study leads us into the most holy and mysterious
shrines of the life of the inhabitants. It is not always easy to examine
the structure of a sanctuary and the objects found in it; but it is
still less easy to gain the confidence of the jel1JlIJ to such a degree
that he will speak freely and with detail about his religious practices
and rites and about the nature and character of the saints, the
knowledge of which is of the greatest scientific interest. Thus,
even for me, it was not always possible to get at the root of many
beliefs.



VI· Preface

The present work is based on a study of 235 shrines which I
have examined personally, 348 shrines about which exact material
was available, attendance at Mohammedan festivals, dikers, molads
and other ceremonies, a large assortment of stories told about the
saints, a large collection of verses sung by the people in honour of
the awlia, and a very extensive collection of amulets. My voluminous
collection of Palestinian proverbs and idioms has helped me in the
explanation of some customs and practices connected with saints
and shrines. Every superstition which might help in the explanation
or comparison of the text has been cited and analysed. Yet the
subject is so vast and complicated that I cannot claim to have gathered
more than a handful of grain from the large heap of corn. I hope
that soon more of this unexplored material will receive attention.

I have made as much use as possible of the Arabic literature
touching on the subject since only a small part of this has hitherto
been systematically employed for comparative purposes. The resem­
blances which can be found in such Arabic literary sources show
that much of the existing folklore. of Palestine is not peculiar to
this country but common to the Arabic world. Of European literature
I have made use only of such works as deal directly with Palestine.

A study of "Saints and Sanctuaries" brings the reader into direct
contact with the daily life and customs of the inhabitants of Palestine.
It explains much that would be otherwise obscure in popular belief
and superstition: it affords a glimpse into the mysterious regions of
local ceremonies and throws light on much that is dark in the working
of the popular mind. What is still more interesting, it makes possible
a comparison with customs, practices and rites of primitive times.
It is remarkable how many ideas have remained virtually unchanged
for thousands of years; and the study of many current beliefs may
disclose the clue to much that has hitherto remained unexplained
in the religious usages of the ancient east.

The various ideas described in the following pages are common
to both Mohammedans and Christians among the Palestinian peasantry;
where the two groups differ the differences are only superficial.

I take this opportunity to thank Dr. W. F. Albright, the Director
of the American School of Oriental Research, for his valuable advice
and continued encouragement; and Dr. H. Danby for his help in the
completion of the book.

JERUSALEM, May 15th, 1927 T. CANAAN
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MOHAMMEDAN SAINTS AND SANCTUARIES
IN PALESTINE

T. CANAAN
(JERUSALEM)

A. SITES AND TYPES OF SANOTUARIES

1. SITES

Atraveller in Palestine is struck by the baldness of the hill country.
Here and there Borne gardens, orchards or vineyards are to be

met with, generally grouped in the vicinity of a village. During the
spring and the first part of the summer some patches of land are
sown with various cereals. Scattered here and there on the barren
mountains or in the plains a solitary large green tree or a small
group of trees beautify the surrounding region, giving it a fresh and
an animated aspect. They are a welcomo shelter for the wayfarer;
protecting him from the burning rays of the summer sun. These
trees are sacred to Mohammedans since they indicate the presence
of some nabi, weli or seb. This sacredness was and is still the only
reason why they escape the destruction which has been the fate of
the forests of Palestine. It is a pity that we have not countless
sacred trees commemorating holy persons, for Palestine would then
be more wooded and consequently more healthy, fertile and beautiful
If such a tree-and most of them can look back on centuries of
life - could tell us all its experiences, -we should know much more
about the history and folklore of this country. I shall try to analyse
the nature of Mohammedan sanctuaries in Palestine of which trees
are only one feature, and I hope thus to be able to explain some
religious problems.

By sanctuaries I do not mean only those places where .a well-known
Prophet or weli was buried, but every place-shrine., tomb, tree,
shrub, cave, spring, well, rock or atone-s-which is invested. with some

1
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religious reverence, even if such reverence be based on superstition,
and thus non-religious in the sense of the Qoranic teaching and
ereed. Only such a widening of the field of researcch will enable
us to approach many very important questions of comparative religion
and primitive belief.

a) Their Relation to RumanHabitations

Sacred shrines are innumerable In Palestine. Nearly everywhere
-in the .villages, on the mountains, in valleys, in the fields-do we
meet with them. There is hardly a village. however small it may be,
which does not honour at least one local saint. But generally every
settlement boasts of many. Thus, for example, 'Awartah possesses
fourteen, eleven being in the village· itself and three outside at some
distance from it; CAnata seven! (one is not accepted by all inhabitants 2);

Jericho six; the Mount of.Olives six; 3 Kolonia five. Such local saints
are honoured. not only by the inhabitants of the village to which
they belong , but in many cases their renown is widespread and
pilgrimages of individuals or companies are made in their honour.
Some of these shrines are situated in or close to the village. In such
a case one of them serves as a mosque where the inhabitants perform
their prayers. 4 But the greater number of them lie outside, and
some even at a considerable distance from the area occupied by the
town or village. 'I'hus we meet with a large number of holy places
in the fields far from any habitation. As every village possesses lands
which stretch for miles beyond the settlement itself, every shrine

1 The names of the different saints will be given at the end of this study.

2 The {Julla[i. (pI. of ,ale~, pious man) inhabiting the ruins, at the entrance of
the village from the west side, are not accepted by all as authentic. My guide,
Mohammed of this village, related that some people had heard at different
occasions ciddeh (religious music) at this place. A feua~ who passed water at
this spot was at once afflicted with eye-trouble. These fullilll inhabit the ruins
of a church. The son of ea-seg cAbd es-Salem , ea-sey Sliman , is also a less
important welt

3 A seventh holy place on the Mount of Olive was :ijarrubet el.cAsara, a tree
which grew on the western slope, in a piece of ground which belongs at present
to a Latin Mission. The tree has been cut down.

• Such djawami~ - especially those of villages situated in the direct neighbour­
hood of the large cities - are not much used. Many of the peasants come on
Friday to the city to perform their mid-day prayer (~alQ,t ed-djum' an), and to
transact their business.
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situated in such land belongs to that village, and is also honoured
primarly by its. inhabitants. There are exceptions to this rule.
Es-seh es-Sidri in the lands of (Anata is honoured mostly by the
semi-Bedouin living to the east of the village.

The following is an analysis of the sites of shrines taken from "-a

few villages around Jerusalem:

Name of the
villag-e

CAnatft
CEsawiyeh

Kolonia
'Awartah

Number of
sanctuaries

7

3
5

14

Those inside the • Those outside
village the house"area

3 4

1 2
1 4

11 3

Some villages have their awlia (pl, of weli) only in the house area
itself or in the immediate vicinity of it. This is the case in Bet
Hanina, Surbahir and SaCfat, each with four such saints.

b) High Places

The shrines are mostly situated on an elevated place - the top of
a mountain, a hill or a small elevation in the plain-thus commanding
all the neighbouring country. Even such shrines as are built on the
sloping side of a mountain, or just above the bed of a valley are so
placed that they more or less dominate the surrounding area and
are visible from afar. Comparatively few welis are situated in valleys;
but if one should be, it is generally found to be in the neighbourhood
of the junction of two wadis or in a place where the wadi has
widened its bed, so that they are seen at a distance from different
directions. Many a sacred place, although situated on an elevated
spot, is not easily seen owing to the character of the wel%, in that
it has no building and DO large tree. This is true of all such
sanctuaries as are found near caves, enclosures, springs, cisterns, rocks
or "heaps of stones. Some shrines on the tops of mountains are:

en-nabi Samwil Mizpah of Samuel,
ea-seg el-Qatrawani between Bir Zet .and cAtarah

e§-seg Al}mad el-Karaki et-Taiyar Qastal
Abft Hurerah Wadi eA-Sarrah
el-Tlzer near <Awartah

es-~eb el-Tlmari ed-Djbe'eh near Bet cAnan
el-Mas'ad Mount of Olives.
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The shrine of e~-seb el-Tlmari ed-Djbe'eh is built on the top of
a high mountain. The view from this spot to the west is magnificent.
The plain, Ramleh, Lydda, Jaffa and the sea are easily seen,
especially when the weather is clear. Around the maqam is a ruin!
and many natural caves. No tomb is to be seen, and the room
shows nothing but a mihrab. The two large carob trees withered
away owing to the severe winter of 1921-1922. Everybody who
takes refuge in this weli is absolutely protected.

By elevated places I do not mean only the very summit of a
mountain, but any spot which is high and. to some extent dominates
the surrounding area, such as:

Es-seg. cAbd es-Salam CAnata
Salman el-Farsi Mount of Olives
En-nabi Liqia . Bet Liqia

sitl9 ed-Dawa'ri Surbahir
en-nabi Musa near Jericho
en-nabi Yusif Bet Idjza
es-seg Yasin Der Yasin
es-seg A\1mad :ijirbet Is'ideh
es-seq I'mar Bet Duqqu,

This peculiarity is very characteristic, not only of Palestinian
Mohammedan shrines, but also of sanctuaries elsewhere in the
Mohammedan world. Paton's statement on this point-although not
absolutely correct-is more exact than that of Mc Cown. The first
writer says: 2 "The majority of the alleged tombs of saints in modern
Palestine are situated on the summits of high mountains". Mc Cown's 3

statements in this respect are hard to understand. I shall, later on,
discuss his first idea, namely: "A very considerable number of shrines
are on hilltops because the cities or villages to which they belong
sought such sites, not because the hill is sacred." In reviewing
systematically the villages of the Jerusalem district which I have
visited for the purpose of this study, and noting exactly the position
of the shrines, I found than-in 26 villages 70 % of the shrines occupied
the top of a hill or mountain, 240/0 were on the sloping side of the

1 The ruin is called :ijirbet 'ed-Djbe'eh.
2 Annual of the American School of Oriental Research in Jerusalem I, p. 62.
3 Annualofthe.AmericanSchoolofOrientalResearchin Jerusalem11and Ill, p. 63.
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mountain below its summit, and only 50/0 were ina valley or a plain.
Of these shrines 45 % belong to the built maqdm, 18 0/0 are tombs,
and 37 % are sacred springs, trees, enclosures and caves. In other
words, only 52% (45°10 built shrines and 7 0/0 holy trees) would be
more or less easily seen, while the character of the other 48°10 lessens
the possibility of their being seen from it distance.

Nor do I agree with McCown's statement about Jerusalem. He
writes: "There are vast numbers of shrines, several to every good
sized town, which are not easily seen, because they are not on hill
tops. Such is Jerusalem." He does not appear to have considered
the following very important facts, wich make most of the shrines of
Jerusalem not easily seen:

1. The built shrines of most of the welis, inside the city, are low
in structure, and on their roofs houses have been erected. Examples
are: Bairam 'Sawis, es-seg Ri1}.an, es-seg. Hasan el-Qerami.

2. The crowded 'houses in the city proper hide from sight shrines
which have no building above them.

3. Most of the important sacred places in the haras» area are enclosed
in the Omar and Aqsa mosques, and .na turally cannotea,sily be seen.

On the other hand the greater part of the .shrines situated outside
the city-wall are easily seen; e.g. es-se!! Ahmad et-Tori, Sa'd u S'id,
es-seg Djarra:Q, es-~eb cOka~eh etc.

This choice of situation is not a new custom, for we read that
the people of the ancient Orient used to choose such places for the
erection of their temples and the worship of their gods. InEzek, 6 2

we read: "And say, Ye mountains of Israel, hear the word of the Lord
God; 'I'hus saith the Lord God to ..the mountains and to the hills,
to the watercourses and to the valleys: ' Behold ,I , even I, will bring a
sword upon you, and I will destroy your high places." It is interesting
to see how these two' verses t refer to mountains, watercourses, valleys
and green trees - in other words "high places" combined with water
and trees, a feature still characterizing the present shrines.

Mountains and hills seem al:ways to .have played a ~ great r?l~. in
human religion.t It is interesting to note that all the 'great ' dlv~n e '

1 Other verses are Lev, 26 so; Num. 3362; 1 Kings 12 S1, 1332; 2 Kin~817 29.,
213,235-19; Jer. 32; etc.

2 See Curtiss.
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works have; traditionally, been. performed on mountains: Ararat and
the ark of N oah, Moriab and Abrabam)s sacrifice, Sinai and the
Law, Ebal .and Gerizim with the blessing and the cursing. It is the
same also with Jesus: on a mountain he was tempted, was transfigured,
preached, prayed" was crucified, and from a mountain he ascended to
heaven. The prophets and kings also preferred these lofty places for
many of their important actions. Elijah received the word of the
Lord on Mount Horeb; 1 the "schools of the prophets" were on hills
and mountains; 2 on Mount Carmel Elijah won the victory over the
priests of Baal who worshisped their idols on this mountain; 3 Moses
died on Mount Nebo, from whence he saw the Land of Promise;
Aaron died on the top of Mount. Hor; on this mountain Eliezer was
ordained as his father's successor. I need not multiply these
instances, which illustrate the fact that mountains were, in olden
times, regarded as in some degree sacred.! This idea 'was adopted ­
from their predece,ssors by the Israelites and by them transmitted
to following generations.

A traveller through Palestine is· struck by the many mountain
tops which are covered with a prominent 11Jeli; still greater is the
number of summits which bear shrines undistinguishable from a
distance. Does this not indicate that the present inhabitants still
believe in .the peculiar sanctity of mountains? McCown minimizes the
importance of this supposition; Curtiss 5 and Paton stress it. Which
view is correct?

Many primitive ideas have unquestionably persisted through thousands
of years and can still be traced to the present day in one form or
another among the inhabitants of the "ifnmovable· east." The sacred
character of mountains seems. to have been ·a widespread conception
in the ancient Orient. The modern Palestinian places most of his
shrines on mountains and hills, irrespective of the fact whether or
not these places serve for human habitation. Although most awlia

lIKings 19 8.-9.

2 1· Sam. 106.

3 H. ZellerJ B·iblisches Worterbucll, pp. 146, 1,47.

4 Yahweh appeared on high places, 1 Kings 3 4-6. It was forbidden for the
Israelites to partake in the worship on high places like the heathen, Dent. 12 2;
Jer. 220; Ezek. 2028-29; etc.

5 Curtiss, p. 134.
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