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Abstract 

The Yezidi (Yazidi) script gained widespread recognition in 1911 when Anastase Marie Al-
Karmali published two ancient manuscripts: Maṣḥaf Raš (Black Scroll) and Ktébī J̌alwe̱h (Book 
of Revelation). The exact time of their creation remains unclear. These manuscripts were written 
in an original abjad comprising 33 letters. Despite its significance, this early Yezidi script version 
is inadequately documented within the literature on the history of writing. Furthermore, 
information regarding its prolonged usage gap – spanning between the aforementioned classical 
manuscripts and the early 2000s when attempts to revive the Yezidi script commenced – is rather 
scarce.  

It is important to highlight that, for various reasons, the Yezidi clergy do not acknowledge 
the texts of Maṣḥaf Raš and Ktébī J̌alwe̱h as authentic sources of faith. Nevertheless, the script 
itself is recognized and has recently seen utilization among certain Yezidi groups. 

A renewed version of the Yezidi script, constituting a full-fledged alphabet, was introduced 
in 2013 by representatives of the Yezidi community in Georgia. This new alphabet encompasses 
42 characters, denoting both consonants and vowels. The classical consonantal alphabet was 
extended by certain modifications of the existing letters, in particular, by adding diacritical marks 
and changing some phonetic meanings. Alongside letters, we provide an extensive exploration of 
Yezidi writing’s characteristics, with particular emphasis on aspects such as numbers, 
punctuation, and diacritical marks within both classical and contemporary contexts. Throughout 
the article, we incorporate examples from classical manuscripts and modern instances of the 
Yezidi alphabet’s application, offering illustrative support to the text. 

The article’s content is based on Unicode proposals prepared by the authors between 2018 
and 2019. The insights garnered from interactions with the Unicode Technical Committee, as 
reflected in the article, grant readers an enhanced understanding of the intricacies surrounding the 
encoding of novel writing systems. Consequently, the Yezidi alphabet was integrated into the 
Unicode standard, version 13.0, released in March 2020. 

Keywords: writing, Yezidis, Yezidi alphabet, diacritical marks, Unicode. 

 

1. Introduction 

Work began in April 2018 to include the Yezidi alphabet in Unicode, an international encoding 
standard that ‘provides the basis for processing, storage and interchange of text data in any language in all 
modern software and information technology protocols’ (Unicode FAQ n. d.). Discussions with Unicode 
representatives, aimed at clarifying certain features of the Yezidi script and addressing technical points, 
lasted a little more than a year until a positive decision was reached in early May 2019. The alphabet 
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eventually became part of the Unicode standard, specifically in version 13.0, released in March 2020, and 
is among the 154 writing systems represented there (Unicode® 13.0.0 n. d.). 

The Yezidi writing system is relatively sparsely covered in classical literature on the history of 
writing. A more detailed analysis can be found in the works of David Diringer (Diringer 1947, 296–298) 
and Čestmír Loukotka (Loukotka 1946, 95). Hans Jensen briefly mentioned it (Jensen 1969, 325), and 
Ignaz Gelb also provided a table of signs (Gelb 1963, 142, 144). However, the works of Johannes 
Friedrich (1966), Thomas Gamkrelidze (1990), and Florian Coulmas (2004), as well as the encyclopedia 
Sekai moji jiten (Kōno, Chino, and Nishida 2001), make no mention of Yezidi writing. 

This article will provide a concise overview of the history and current status of the Yezidi 
alphabet, as well as the interaction process with the Unicode Technical Committee (UTC). The 
information presented primarily relies on the document by Rovenchak, Pirbari, and Karaca (2019) and 
supplementary materials we prepared for Unicode. The article is organized as follows: Section 2 offers 
historical insights into Yezidi's writing; Section 3 delves into an analysis of the writing structure; the 
intricacies of certain elements – diacritics, numbers, and punctuation – are discussed in more detail in 
Section 4. The final Section provides brief summaries. 

 
2. Historical Background  

The earliest instances of Yezidi script application are evident in two manuscripts: Maṣḥaf Raš 
(The Black Scroll) and Ktébī J ̌alwe̱h (The Book of Revelation), which were initially unveiled by Anastas 
Marie Al-Karmali in 1911 (Marie 1911). It is worth noting that preceding these, there existed manuscripts 
in Arabic script bearing the same titles (Joseph 1909).  

These manuscripts were penned onto sheets of delicate parchment derived from treated gazelle 
skin. The pages of Ktébī J̌alwe̱h encompass 16 lines of text, while Maṣḥaf Raš comprises 11 lines. The 
former contains a monologue by Tawisî Melek, the principal angel within the Yezidi religion. Maṣḥaf 
Raš, on the other hand, narrates a cosmogony that transcends conventional Yezidi beliefs (Amoev 1999; 
Pirbari and Amoev 2013). The language employed in Maṣḥaf Raš is comparably simpler than that of 
Ktébī J̌alwe ̱h.  

Regrettably, both the time of manuscript creation and their authorship remain shrouded in 
uncertainty, prompting diverse viewpoints on the matter. Plausible origins span from the 12th to 14th 
centuries (Marie 1911; Omarkhali 2017, 20), with a stronger likelihood of leaning towards a later period, 
possibly the 19th century (Mingana 1916; Pirbari and Amoev 2013). However, this does not negate the 
existence of Yezidi's writing. Yezidis hold the historical belief in the existence of sacred manuscripts 
titled Maṣḥaf Raš and Ktébī J̌alwe̱h, albeit their original versions are presumed lost. Subsequently, copies 
transcribed in a distinct Yezidi alphabet emerged, though regrettably, their content suffered distortions. 
As a result, a segment of the Yezidi clergy acknowledges the script itself yet does not endorse the 
manuscripts' content as authentic sources of Yezidi faith. Thus, Maṣḥaf Raš and Ktébī J ̌alwe̱h can be 
considered Yezidi apocryphal literature. Various reasons underlie their non-recognition of the 
manuscripts’ authenticity (Rodziewicz 2022). The origin and substance of these manuscripts, however, 
form an independent subject of studies, exceeding the confines of our present article’s scope. 

These classical manuscripts are composed in the Sorani language (Central Kurdish, ISO 693-3 
code: ckb), related to the modern Yezidi language. The latter is referred to by a part of Yezidis as Êzdîkî. 
From a linguistic standpoint, this classification places it within the Indo-European > Indo-Iranian > 
Iranian > West Iranian > North-Western Iranian > Kurdish languages > Kurmanji (ISO 693-3 code: kmr) 
(Eberhard, Simons, and Fennig 2021). Presently, the language employs the Latin, Cyrillic, and Arabic 
scripts for writing. 

Notably, the sacred Yezidi manuscripts mišūr, dating back to the 13th-14th centuries, are 
inscribed in Arabic (Pirbari, Mossaki, and Yezdin 2020). In the late 2000s, efforts to rejuvenate writing 
practices were undertaken in Iraq. This endeavor included the publication of a Yezidi-Arabic dictionary. 
Regrettably, due to the challenging political and social circumstances endured by Iraq’s Yezidi 
community, this initiative did not progress further. It is also important to underline that the Yezidi 
alphabet was not substantially employed for an extended duration, spanning from the era of the 
aforementioned two manuscripts until the early 2000s. 

In 2013, the Yezidi Spiritual Council of Georgia decided to revive the Yezidi alphabet and use it 
for writing prayers, for sacred books, on the letterhead of the organization (see Fig. 1), in Yezidi heraldry, 
etc. For this purpose, Dimitri Pirbari and Kerim Amoev modernized the classical Yezidi alphabet and 
adapted it to the phonetic features of the modern Yezidi language. This choice is justified by the special 
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role of classical manuscripts in Yezidi's identity and takes into account the proximity of Kurmanji and 
Sorani. The book Yezidi Script was published (Pirbari and Amoev 2013), which describes each letter and 
its phonetic meaning in detail. Today, the Yezidi script is used by the clergy in the Yezidi temple in 
Tbilisi. The names of saints are also written in this alphabet on the walls of the temple (see Fig. 2). The 
book of prayers, Dua’yêd Êzdiyan, in the Yezidi script was recently published (see Fig. 3). 

 
Fig. 1: Letterhead of the Spiritual Council of Yezidis in Georgia. 

 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  Fig. 2: Yezidi inscriptions on the walls of the Yezidi temple in Tbilisi. 
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Fig. 3: Title and sample page from Dua'yêd Êzdiyan prayer book (2018). 

 
3. Structure of Writing 

Yezidi's writing is alphabetic, the direction of writing is horizontal, from right to left, and lines 
are placed sequentially from top to bottom. In its classical form, the Yezidi script encompasses 33 letters, 
and its ancestral inspiration appears to stem from the Perso-Arabic lineage (Diringer 1947 with reference 
to Furlani 1930; 1932). This ancestral connection is evident in the letter sequence (as depicted in Fig. 4). 
According to the classification of Peter Daniels (1990), it is an abjad (from the Arabic أبجد), indicating a 
script lacking characters to represent all vowels.1 

 

(a)     (b) 

 (c)
 

Fig. 4: Classical Yezidi abjad according to different authors  
(a) — Marie (1911), (b) — Jensen (1969, 325), (c) — Diringer (1947, 299).                                                         

1 This type of writing used to be referred to as a consonantal alphabet and might also be called a syllabic script. However, it is 
different from a syllabary proper, as exemplified by scripts like Hiragana, Cherokee, or Vai, where the shapes of symbols 
corresponding to the same initial consonant but different vowels are unrelated. It also differs from an abugida or alphasyllabary, 
as exemplified by Devanagari and Ge’ez, where different vowels for the same initial consonant are indicated by more or less 
regular shape changes. 
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A certain similarity can be observed in the forms of Yezidi and Arabic letters ‘ / a, h, u / w 

(Diringer 1947, 298), as well as s, n, and l, and to some extent, b. Additionally, a resemblance to the 
Arabic Kufic script can be noted, which tips the historical scales in favor of the Yezidi script having an 
older origin. Generally, however, the depiction of Yezidi letters displays distinct and simple geometric 
features, setting them apart from Arabic script. Interestingly, the utilization of a simple vertical bar for elif 
(‘ / a) may find further justification considering the frequent appearance of this letter in texts. A similar 
observation can be made in the context of Nko, an alphabet created in 1949 for the Maninka language in 
Guinea (Rovenchak 2011; 2019). 

Unlike Arabic writing, Yezidi letters are rendered individually, and their shapes remain constant 
regardless of their position within a word. Nevertheless, it is evident that in handwritten versions, letters 
can be combined, akin to other alphabetic scripts such as Latin, Cyrillic, Hebrew, Armenian, and 
Georgian. An illustrative example is provided in Fig. 5. 

Fig. 5: A sample of a modern Yezidi handwritten text. The “printed” letters are shown in the upper part; 
the cursive version is shown in the lower part. 

Certain ligatures emerge in classical manuscripts, for instance: s (l-t), t (l-c), w (l-q), x (l-k), 

y (l-y), z (l-v),2 as depicted in Fig. 6. However, in the contemporary version of the alphabet, ligatures 
are no longer employed. 

Fig. 6: Fragment of the Maṣḥaf Raš manuscript (Marie 1911); ligatures are circled in red. 

2 The JG Yezidi font by Jason Glavy is used here for the ligatures. The rest of the letters of the Yezidi alphabet in the text are 
typed in the PirbaryiHistory font, the author of which is Dimitri Pirbari.  
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The new version of the Yezidi script is a full-fledged alphabet, meaning it has notations not only 
for consonants but also for all vowels. To ensure compliance with modern Kurmanji phonetics, a number 
of new letters were created, mostly using specific diacritics: 

P , R , {, K , U , w , v , o , h , Y.  
In the original writing, the symbol  P  (which was also frequently simplified to a simple straight 

slash,  c ) was employed to represent both /p/ and /pʰ/, alongside  p , indicating a parallel usage. 
However, in the contemporary version, these two characters now represent distinct phonemes. 

The character  {  representing / ʧʰ / is derived from  [ , which carries the phonetic value / ʧ /. 
The latter is evidently connected to the shape  c , denoting /c/. Similarly, the characters  R  for / ɾ / 
originate from  r  for /r/, and  Y  for /e/ stems from  y , which possesses a dual phonetic value (/i/ and 
/j/), both created using a horizontal line. A similar modification was employed in the creation of the 
character  K  for /kʰ/, based on  k  for /k/. By introducing various elements to the basic shape  u , 
which represented /w/ or /u/ in the classical consonant alphabet and solely /u/ in the new alphabet, a series 
of characters was produced:  w  for /w/,  v  for /v/,  o  for /o/, and the ligature  U  for /uː /. Lastly, the 
modification of  e  (with the updated value /ə/ instead of the traditional /h/) resulted in the character  h  
for /h/. Such a transference of phonetic meanings has a notable history in writing; for instance, the Greek 
(and subsequently Cyrillic) characters for the vowels omicron  Ο ο  and eta  Η η  stem from the 
Phoenician ‘ayin    / ʕ / and ḥēt    /ħ/, respectively. 

The new Yezidi alphabet is presented in Table 1, alongside three other writing systems utilized 
for writing Kurmanji. The sequence of letters in the table aligns with the order accepted within the Yezidi 
community in Georgia. 

The question regarding the peculiarities of the functioning of the letter uum in modern texts was 
raised by a member of the UTC. This inquiry arose due to the presence of both the kerned form  U  and 
the conventional repetition of the symbol  uu  in the available text samples (see the word Xatûna in 
Fig. 2). Sometimes, such a medley can even be observed within the same text (see Fig. 7). Both spellings 
are entirely equivalent; thus, a decision was made not to encode this letter as a separate entity. Notably, 
uum is the sole letter within the new Yezidi alphabet that represents a long vowel phoneme. 

 
 

 
Fig. 7: An example of a text with both kerned and unkerned uum ligatures in the same root: scûdeê ‘worship’  

(in izafet) / scûda ‘worship’. Taken from the prayer book Dua'yêd Êzdiyan (2018). 
 

In Table 1, there are five letters used only in words of Arabic origin in order to accurately reflect 
the respective sounds:  G, Z, M, D, L . The letter elif  a  is placed at the beginning of words that start with 
a vowel, just like in Arabic writing. 
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Table 1: New Yezidi Alphabet and its Representation in Other Scripts 

Yezidi Arabic Latin Cyrillic IPA (approximate) Letter name 

a ا A a А а a elif 

b ب B b Б б b be 

p 

 پ
P p П п p pe 

P P’ p’ П’ п’ pʰ p’e 

T ت T’ t’ Т’ т’ tʰ t’e 

G ث S  θ ~ s se 

c ج C c Щ щ ʤ cim 
[ 

 چ
Ç ç Ч ч ʧ çim 

{ Ç’ ç’ Ч’ ч’ ʧʰ ç’im 
H ح H’ h’ Һ’ һ’ ħ h’a 

x خ X x Х х x xa 

d د D d Д д d dal 

Z ذ ẓ  ð ~ zˁ ẓal 

r ر R r Р р r ra 

R ڕ R’ r’ Р’ р’ ɾ r’a 

z ز Z z З з z za 

j ژ J j Ж ж ʒ ja 

s س S s С с s sin 

Ş ş Ш ш ʃ ش [ şin 

M ص ṣ  sˁ ṣad 

D ض ḍ  dˁ ḍad 

t ط T t Т т t ta 

L ظ z’  zˠ z’e 

I ع ‘ / E’ e’ Ə’ ə’ ʔ ‘eyn 
X غ X’ x’ Г’ г’ ʕ x’eyn 

f ف F f Ф ф f fa 

v 

 V v В в v va ڤ
V va (variant) 

q ق Q q Q q q qaf 

k 

 ك
K k К к k kaf 

K K’ k’ К’ к’ kʰ k’af 

g گ G g Г г g gaf 

l ل L l Л л l lam 

m م M m М м m mim 

n ن N n Н н n nun 

u و U u Ӧ ӧ u um 

U وو Û û У у uː  uum (see Note 1) 
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Yezidi Arabic Latin Cyrillic IPA (approximate) Letter name 

w و W w W w w waw 

o ۆ O o О о o ow 

e ئه E e Ə ə ə ew 

h ه H h Һ һ h hay 

y ي Î î  /  Y y И и / Й й i / j yot 

Y ێ Ê ê E e e et   I i Ь ь  (see Note 2)  
Notes: 
1. The letter uum, denoting long /uː /, is a ligature of two ums denoting short /u/. 
2. Equivalents are not found in all scripts; denotes palatalization in foreign words. 

 

4. Peculiarities of Yezidi Writing: Diacritics, Numbers, and Punctuation 

In this section, we will explore other structural elements of Yezidi’s writing. The discussion of 
these elements, especially the use of diacritics (beyond those employed for creating new letters), 
constituted a central point of deliberation with the Unicode Technical Committee. 

Words of Arabic origin incorporate two diacritic marks inherited from the Arabic script, each 
serving its traditional purpose: the hamza    (signifying glottal stop /ʔ/) and madda (placed above the 
letter elif  A  to indicate long /a/). 

Certain contemporary printed texts depict the hamza as a distinct letter  }  rather than as a 
diacritic. A query from the UTC prompted us to delve further into the particulars of such usage. In Fig. 
8(a), one can observe numerous instances of the hamza combined with the letter elif:  }a . In the third line 
of Fig. 8(b), the hamza appears after the letter mim  nynymu}m  /mʔuminin/ ‘believers’, derived from 
Arabic  المؤمنين . This positioning is merely due to a technical constraint: in the font employed, it was 
simply unfeasible to place the hamza above the corresponding letter. 

 

     (a) 

     (b) 

Fig. 8: Fragments of texts with the hamza sign as a separate letter. 
 

Classical manuscripts also contained several diacritical marks that are no longer used in the 
modern alphabet. Maṣḥaf Raš is especially abundant in such marks; refer to Fig. 9, where the letters with 
marks are encircled with ovals as follows: 

1. On the right page, from top to bottom: elif-madda, lam with a dot above, ra with a hyphen, 
 yot with a circumflex + et-hamza;  
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2. On the left page, from top to bottom and right to left within the line: ra with a dot below, lam 
 with a dot above, cim with a hyphen, yot-hamza, za with a hyphen, decorative (?) horizontal 
 brackets in k(îd), yot with a hyphen. 
At least one diacritical mark carries a well-established meaning: the dot over lam     altered the 

phonetic value from soft [l] to hard [ɫ]. 
The meanings of some diacritical marks in classical manuscripts are not always evident. The 

significance of the horizontal brackets in Fig. 9 remains uncertain, and for instance, the dot between the 

letters in the lower right part of Fig. 6 might be a random artifact. The circumflex over yot 

    could indicate its incorrect usage (akin to “crossing out”) (Marie 1911), or it could modify the sound 
from [î] to [ê]. The dot under the letter ra might correspond to a “weakened” pronunciation, “le r très 
doux” (Marie 1911), probably / ɾ / as opposed to /r/. 

The presence of this diacritical mark also sparked a debate about whether the letter va  v  in the 
new alphabet can be interpreted as um with a diacritic. However, this interpretation lacks sufficient 
grounds, so va was retained in the final code table. 

 

 
Fig. 9: Diacritical marks in Maṣḥaf Raš.  

For a detailed discussion, see the corresponding paragraphs in the text. 
 

It should be noted that during discussions with the UTC, a decision was made to exclude, at least 
in the current stage, the incorporation of diacritical marks from classical manuscripts into the standard. 
The inclusion was limited to only two letters with diacritics,    and   . 

The hyphen (presented in the form of an inverted apostrophe  * ) was placed twice in the 
classical manuscripts: at the end of a line where a word was split and at the beginning of the next line 
before the second part of the word (refer to Fig. 10). In modern orthography, hyphens are used solely at 
the end of a line.  

Furthermore, it is worth noting that the same sign in Fig. 9 can be observed in a non-final 
position, . This use might correspond to the duplication of the preceding letter (cim). However, such a 
function is not accounted for in modern writing. 
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Fig. 10: A fragment of the text of the Ktébī J ̌alwe̱h manuscript, where most of the lines contain hyphenated words. 

You can also see its number 4 (Arabic ٤) at the top of the page. 
 
To the best of our knowledge, separate symbols for numbers were never used in the Yezidi script. 

In ancient manuscripts, (Eastern) Arabic numerals ٩ ,٨ ,٧ ,٦ ,٥ ,٤ ,٣ ,٢ ,١ ,٠ were employed, cf. Marie’s 
article (Marie 1911), while in contemporary texts, the traditional 0...9 are used. 

Punctuation marks align with Arabic conventions: comma    ، , semicolon  ؛   , and question mark 
 ؟ . Periods, colons, and exclamation marks retain their traditional forms  . , : , !  because they are 
direction-independent. 

 
5. Conclusions 

We have described the characteristics of Yezidi writing, with particular focus on the new version 
of the alphabet proposed in 2013 by members of the Yezidi community in Georgia. This modernized 
alphabet comprises 42 letters denoting both consonants and vowels. It emerged from the abjad, which 
consisted of 33 letters, and underwent specific modifications, notably the inclusion of diacritical marks. 

Alongside letters, we have meticulously examined other components of writing: numerals, 
punctuation, and diacritical marks in classical and contemporary writing. Furthermore, we have 
highlighted the inquiries raised by Unicode representatives subsequent to the submission of a proposal to 
incorporate the Yezidi alphabet into this international standard. Information concerning the interaction 
with the Unicode Technical Committee serves to enhance comprehension of the procedures entailed in 
the development of novel writing systems there. 

We also expect that technical work will be completed in the near future, which will make full use 
of the Yezidi alphabet available on computers and other devices running under various operating systems 
(Windows, Android, Unix, MacOS). 

As a follow-up to the Unicode coverage, Google created a font for the Yezidi script as part of the 
Noto font collection (Noto Serif Yezidi n. d.). However, this event was overshadowed by the font’s 
description, which initially labeled the language as “Kurdish”, a very sensitive issue for the Yezidis, who 
consider such a description to be very vulnerable. Following a request, the description was corrected to 
“Yezidi, Kurmanji”, but this change did not last long; it was subsequently modified to “Kurdish, Yezidi”. 
Unfortunately, despite further requests from the Yezidi community to remove “Kurdish” from the 
description, their efforts did not succeed. 

We hope that the material presented in this article will captivate individuals interested in Yezidi 
culture and history, writing-related matters in a broader context, and technical aspects that facilitate 
information exchange in the contemporary digital world. 
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